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ABSTRACT
Performing NYC Latinidades: Building a Transnational Home at Pregones
and the Puerto Rican Traveling Theater
by
Oriana E. Gonzales
Advisor: Karen R. Miller
In December 1966, Miriam Colón, a Puerto Rican actress, starred in The Oxcart at the
Greenwich Mews Theatre in New York City. The play, written by Puerto Rican playwright René
Marques in 1951, told the story of a Puerto Rican family’s migration from the countryside to San
Juan, and finally, to New York City. One-year post-production Colón founded the Puerto Rican
Traveling Theater (PRTT) as a response to the lack of diversity she saw in the audiences at the
Greenwich Mews and everywhere else she performed during her prolific acting career in the 1950s
and 1960s. Thirteen years later, Rosalba Rolón, Luis Meléndez, and David Crommett founded a
very different Puerto Rican theater in New York City—Pregones Theater. They sought to share the
rich history of Puerto Rican theater, which they saw lacked from the City’s burgeoning Spanishlanguage theater scene of the 1970s.
This thesis analyzes the first plays at the Puerto Rican Traveling Theater and Pregones
Theater, as well as these theaters’ contemporary programming. These historically Puerto Rican
theaters merged in 2014 and became Pregones/PRTT. This thesis argues that these theaters have
worked to build a sense of home in diaspora for multiethnic Latinx New Yorkers by allowing
Latinx artist-activists the opportunity to use theater as a strategy for community organizing and
empowerment. It explores how and why the plays, programming, and missions at Pregones/PRTT
have expanded their representations of Latinx New Yorkers beyond Puerto Ricans. It will also
examine the impact these theaters, alongside cultural institutions with similar visions and missions,
have had on Latinx identities as New York City’s Latinx populations continue to become more and
more multiethnic.
As a result of these demographic and historical changes, both Pregones and PRTT—
separately and more effectively, together—have broadened their theatrical oeuvre to represent
Puerto Rican New York stories, and now an increasingly diverse array of the lived experiences of
multiethnic Latinx New Yorkers in the 21st century. Pregones, PRTT, and, now, Pregones/PRTT
have used their institutional power as prominent theaters in New York City’s cultural landscape to
bring Latinx community members together and make “every day” NYC Latinx stories more
accessible. They thus empower New York City’s Latinx community with a space to belong, on the
stage and in their community programming, through the performances they stage. Pregones/PRTT
works to build a collective identity among New York’s Latinx enclaves, a process that is invoked
by the characters and stories produced on their stages, and that asserts Latinx theater’s belonging in
the framework of American theater.
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INTRODUCTION
Luis Valdez said something courageous in that Encuentro [Latina/o Theatre Commons’s convening
in Boston in 2013] that “We are American theatre,” and he is absolutely right…. I would love to
push the title and call it American Theatre on a Latin Beat. That’s what we are!
-Rosalba Rolon1

Picture a city street scene: the brick façade of a tenement building faces you, painted with a
large mural of the Puerto Rican flag and the words “EL BARRIO” sprawled across the front of it.
A woman passes by, walking through the neighborhood, seemingly unaware that she is being
filmed. The scene changes and you are now standing in front of a glass case of foods, one you
typically see in a bakery stuffed with a variety of confections. This case holds pastries, too, but
these are not sweet. They are pastries with brown exteriors, fried to the point that crispy bubbles
have formed all over. Two women, behind the counter and unseen, speak in Spanish words that fly
fast at you. They laugh together. Next, the scene changes again—you are now in a church. There
are paintings of Catholic saints adorning the walls. The afternoon sun beams through the windows,
shining onto an altar with candles.
The video that is transporting you to each of these scenes prompts you to do the following
in each place:
6 p.m. Take a street art walk in Harlem, then snack on Caribbean food at cuchifritos.
11:15am Sit at Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church at St. Bernard’s, where some services are
in Spanish.
1p.m. Grab arepas for lunch, then stroll through the colorful shops of Jackson Heights.2

These are the places that the New York Times (NYT) guides us through on their version of
36 Hours in Latino New York City. In November 2017, Mireya Navarro who is a Puerto Rican

Beatriz J. Rizk, “American Theatre on a Latin Beat: Interviewing Pregones After 38 Years on the Stages of New
York,” Latin American Theatre Review 50, no. 2 (2017): 201, https://doi.org/10.1353/ltr.2017.0013, (bold text is my
addition).
1

Mireya Navarro, “36 Hours in Latino New York City,” The New York Times, November 2, 2017, Travel.
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/11/02/travel/what-to-do-36-hours-in-latino-new-york-city.html.
2
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housing reporter for the NYT, wrote an installment of the publication’s 36 Hours in… series. This
series takes readers on a curated itinerary through cities across the world, making suggestions for
the best places to experience the city through food, nature, art, and more. Since beginning this
series in the “Travel” section of the NYT, the publication has written two 36-hour guides on what
they deem “Latino New York City.” The first guide inviting readers to enclaves of latinidad in the
Big Apple, published in February 2014 by Seth Kugel, takes the reader on a journey through
“Upper Manhattan.” The introductory paragraph explains that “… the northern half of Manhattan
Island…is a Latino neighborhood the likes of which you can no longer find south of Central
Park.”3 The fact of a world-class news publication using their platform to map these sites of Latino
presence in New York City is indicative of the impact that Latinos have had on shaping the
landscape of New York City’s past, present, and future.
This thesis examines how theater works at Pregones, PRTT, and Pregones/PRTT have
represented the identities of New York City’s Latinx population from the late 1960s through 2019.
By examining these theaters, which were founded individually as Puerto Rican Traveling Theater
(1967), Pregones Theater (1979), and the contemporary Pregones/PRTT (when the two theaters
merged in 2014), the central claim of this thesis is that each phase of these theaters’ histories maps
the history, everyday experiences, and connections between Latinx New Yorkers in late 20 th
century and early 21st century New York City. Pregones/PRTT accomplishes this by giving Latinx
artist-activists the opportunity to use theater as a strategy for community organizing and
empowerment. Producers, actors, and supporters of these theaters have conveyed and continue to
convey these ideas through their performances and through the other programming that the theaters
do.

Seth Kugel, “36 Hours in Upper Manhattan,” The New York Times, February 20, 2014, Travel,
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/23/travel/36-hours-in-upper-manhattan.html.
3
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How have Pregones, PRTT, and Pregones/PRTT shown how Latinx New Yorkers’ selfunderstandings and collective identities have changed throughout the demographic, political, and
cultural shifts of the 1960s-1970s to the 2010s? How has the Latinx community in New York City
begun to identify differently throughout this nearly 50-year time period? How do Pregones and
PRTT examine and represent these shifts and represent New York City’s Latinx community and
history in their theater works? By exploring how these theaters intentionally and unintentionally
document this shift and the lived experiences of New York City’s Latinxs through theater, I will
show that the eight plays I discuss in this thesis map a Latinx New York City and U.S. latinidad,
more broadly. Throughout that exploration, it will become evident that as NYC’s Latinx
community shifted from being majority Puerto Rican to an increasingly panethnic Latinx city,
Pregones/PRTT began to expand their plays in order to become more and more inclusive to the
city’s multiethnic Latinx communities of artists, immigrants, and everyday people.
This thesis finds that in laying out those claims, the performances staged by Pregones,
PRTT, and Pregones/PRTT provide both a mirror to how the Latinx community in New York City
has diversified and a platform for the individuals that comprise this community to voice their own
stories and see their histories validated in the street and on the stage. In the mid-to-late 20th century,
New York’s Latino/Hispanic population was primarily Puerto Rican, eventually “Nuyorican.” This
is not to say that there were no other Latino/Hispanic individuals and communities making home in
NYC. Caribbean and Latin American immigrants have been building home in NYC for centuries,
and scholars are everyday finding archival documents that shed light on obscured Latinx people
and histories.4 In the late 20th century and, currently, at the end of the 2010s, we see a “New Nueva

See Anthony Stevens-Acevedo, Tom Wetering, and Leonor Alvarez Francés, "Juan Rodriguez and the Beginnings of
New York City," (2013), CUNY Academic Works, http://academicworks.cuny.edu/dsi_pubs/17. for their recent study
on New York’s first, that we know of, Black Latino immigrant—Juan (Jan) Rodriguez..
4
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York” to echo scholar Juan Flores’ observation in his 2002 essay in the NACLA Report on the
Americas about how New York’s Latinx population, and thus their impact on NYC culture, was
changing in the early 2000s. Flores explains that the demography of Latinos in New York City had
experienced a “dramatic recomposition” since the 1970s. Thus by the 1990s, Latino New York
City, in Flores’s analysis, “has become pan-ethnic” and Puerto Ricans were no longer the
predominant Latino community with which New York City was synonymous.5 In this thesis, I will
build on Flores’s assertion that “‘Latin New York’…has become pan-ethnic”6 to analyze how the
plays staged at PRTT, Pregones, and Pregones/PRTT, pioneers in the broader U.S. Latinx theater
movement, have continued to recognize, historicize, and create community among Latinxs in New
York, about Latinx history in New York City, and across U.S. Latinx diasporas.
Given the motivations that Miriam Colón and Rosalba Rolón had in building these theater
homes for Latinx New Yorkers, rather than offer an exhaustive history of those theaters or the
history of Latinx theater in New York City, the nine plays examined in this thesis are analyzed
through their themes of identity, community, immigration, and building home in diaspora. This
paper builds on the work of Latinx studies/theater scholars to show how theater has been, and can
continue to be, a medium for marginalized Puerto Rican and increasingly multi-ethnic Latinx
communities in New York City to collectivize and make home. In order to trace this model that
Pregones/PRTT has set forth, I have divided the following thesis into three sections that will
explore the theater’s beginnings and contemporary work chronologically and thematically.
Chapter 1 explores the origins of both PRTT and Pregones, as individual institutions, in the
1960s and 1970s by focusing on two performances and a traveling theater program produced early
Juan Flores, “Nueva York - Diaspora City: U.S. Latinos Between and Beyond,” North American Congress on Latin
America (NACLA), September 25, 2007, https://nacla.org/article/nueva-york-diaspora-city-us-latinos-between-andbeyond.
5

6

Flores, “Nueva York - Diaspora City: U.S. Latinos Between and Beyond.”
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on in each theater’s history. These performances at Pregones are: La Colección (1979) and El
Apagón (1992). Both of these plays were staged for multiple years and in multiple spaces, since
Pregones was started as a touring company. At PRTT, chapter 1 includes a description and analysis
of their inaugural and early performances, which include The Oxcart (La Carreta; 1967) and the
Summer Tour of 1982, when PRTT staged two plays by Federico Garcia Lorca, a Spanish
playwright, throughout New York City’s five boroughs. In addition to examining these four
performances, the chapter analyzes archival documents, news articles, and oral histories of Rolón
and Colón to illustrate their intentions and experiences during the early years of their institution
building. The significance of these four performances and community program in chapter 1 are
what each reveal about the two theaters’ original missions, impact, and target audience amidst the
burgeoning Hispanic theater movement in later 20th century NYC.
Chapters 2 and 3 shoot forward chronologically and focus on Pregones and PRTT as a
merged institution after 2014. Chapter 2, titled, “The Streets” probes a theater festival, 48 Hours
in… El Bronx, performed at Pregones/PRTT in 2016 and 2019. By focusing on the overarching
theme of “the streets” in each play, what I intend to show is how each short play fictionalizes the
quotidian lives of real and imagined Latinx New Yorkers. In doing so, this chapter aims to pinpoint
the impact of Pregones/PRTT’s community outreach through performance and within the landscape
of an increasingly diverse “Latino New York City, ” to quote the New York Times’ 36 Hours
guides. In this chapter, the central goal is to probe how the characters, storylines, and archival
materials used for each iteration of the 48 Hours in…El Bronx maintains Pregones/PRTT’s ethos of
producing work by and for the New York City Latinx community.
Pregones/PRTT collaborated with a New York City production collaborative, Harlem9, to
produce the 48 Hours… in El Bronx short play festival series, which is a continuation of Harlem9’s
neighborhood-focused play festival that they first started in their own neighborhood--Harlem, NY.
5

The name comes from the quick process by which the plays are produced. The whole production
team—cast, actors, playwrights, directors, stage crew—come together to produce the festival in
just 48 hours. They meet on a Thursday evening to give each playwright source material that they
will use to inspire the writing of each play, which happens overnight, then Pregones/PRTT actors
rehearse on a Friday afternoon, the whole team does tech (sound, lighting, etc.) in the theater space
all day on a Friday. Then, come Saturday and/or Sunday night, the play premieres for a sold-out
audience. In 2016, the source materials for each play were six Bronx “stories” in film, poetry,
fiction, and the news. In 2018, the plays were built on the legacy and memories of six iconic Bronx
nightclubs from the 1990s through 2016. Both theaters have cultivated their audiences and
community through the plays they create and produce, as well as through the outreach programs
they facilitate with diverse professional actors and acting novices from New York City. This
chapter explores how 48 hours… in El Bronx (from now on abbreviated to 48 Hours in…) mines
the collective shared experiences of Latinx New Yorkers in the Bronx.
Chapter 3 focuses on two plays hosted at Pregones/PRTT in 2019. These plays appropriate
“the stage” as a cultural vehicle for amplifying diverse, contemporary, U.S. Latinx and immigrant
stories in New York City. The plays, We Have Iré (2019) and Somos Más (2019) were both
directed in collaboration with two ensemble theater groups that Pregones/PRTT partnered with. In
the first play, We Have Iré (2019), I analyze the performance of memory, diaspora, immigration,
and Afro-Latinx cultural symbols. We Have Iré was produced collaboratively by Rosalba Rolón of
Pregones/PRTT and Paul S. Flores, a Cuban American poet, performance artist, and playwright
from San Francisco. The second play explored in this chapter, Somos Más (2019), first premiered
at Pregones/PRTT in September 2019 and presents the stories of six immigrant actors and actresses
who play themselves on stage. This performance mounts a self-aware challenge to mainstream
celebrations of assimilation imposed on immigrants in the U.S. The director, Zafi Dimitropolou,
6

and the cast, come from The People’s Theatre Project—the company that Pregones/PRTT
partnered with to host the play— and they stage what Dimitropolou has called a “joyful revolution”
by exhibiting pride in their nations of origin while simultaneously celebrating their new home in
the U.S. and eliding pressures to assimilate. This chapter will explore how Pregones/PRTT’s
ensemble theater approach in both plays used the stage as a real and imagined platform for the
collective and individual performance of Latinx stories that are traditionally marginalized in the
contemporary U.S. Latinx theater movement.
In building upon the work of Latino Studies scholars who have been contributing to the
literature on U.S. latinidad for decades, this question posed by Frances R. Aparicio in her essay,
“(RE)CONSTRUCTING LATINIDAD,” aptly frames the curiosity I grapple with when thinking
of the many NYC Latinx identities that have been, and continue to be, performed on
Pregones/PRTT stages: “How do regional, national, and political identities—Chicano, Boricua,
Tejano, Central American—intersect with the larger rubric of “Latino”? 7 Building on Aparicio’s
question, scholar Ricardo L. Ortíz provides a strong answer that will provide a foundation for how
this thesis explores the shared lives and identities of Latinx New Yorkers represented through the
plays at Pregones/PRTT. In Ortíz’s essay on “Diaspora” for Keywords for Latina/o Studies, Ortíz
notes that “regional diasporic formations,” such as NYC multiethnic Latinxs, may represent a more
“viable” framework for investigating how multiethnic Latinas/os “intersect” in the U.S. That
framework may help Latina/o Studies scholars go beyond “nation state formulations” to understand
how immigration/migration patterns “transform” a place (like New York City), thus underscoring

Frances R Aparicio, “(RE)CONSTRUCTING LATINIDAD: The Challenge of Latina/o Studies,” in The New Latino
Studies Reader: A Twenty-First-Century Perspective, edited by Ramón A. Gutiérrez and Tomás Almaguer, (Oakland,
CA: University of California Press, 2016), 54–63.
7
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the intersections and coalitions built between multiethnic Latinxs. 8
Many scholars, artists, writers, and other cultural producers have discussed NYC Latino
history in relation to a plethora of topics—the arts, urban policy, social justice organizing,
immigration, food history, civil rights, and the list goes on. The use of the term “Latinx” to
reference this large, and growing, community of immigrants and first, second, third generation
New Yorkers of Latin American and Caribbean descent is a fairly contemporary moniker.
Hispanic and Latino are terms that have been more oft used prior to the early 21st century. These
terms have been used in census’, by U.S. federal officials, and by community stakeholders to refer
to the groups whose lives I am interested in exploring through the lens of theater arts. As a newer
term that has gained popularity in the early 21 st century, Latinx is the way I am choosing to identify
these communities’ “self-understandings of group membership.”9 Latinx is a gender-neutral term
that rejects the gender binary inherent in the Spanish language, and still references a Latin
American, Central America, and/or Caribbean heritage.
The investigations in this thesis build on the interdisciplinary conversations within U.S.
Latinx Theater Studies and Performance Studies among U.S. Latinx studies scholars such as
Chantal Rodriguez, Ramon Rivera-Servera, Frances Aparicio, and Lawrence La Fountain-Stokes,
to name a few. These scholars’ conceptual claims about how collective latinidad has been built
throughout the US through theater and performance were particularly foundational in developing
the research questions presented above.

Ricardo Ortíz, “Diaspora,” in Keywords for Latina/o Studies, edited by Nancy R. Mirabal, Deborah R. Vargas, and
Lawrence La Fountain-Stokes, (New York, NY: New York University Press, 2017), 49-50.
8

Ramón A. Gutiérrez, "WHAT’S IN A NAME?: The History and Politics of Hispanic and Latino Panethnicities."
In The New Latino Studies Reader: A Twenty-First-Century Perspective, edited by Ramón A Gutiérrez and Tomás
Almaguer, (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2016), 19-53, www.jstor.org/stable/10.1525/j.ctv1xxz2h.6.
9
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In Frances Aparicio’s article “Jennifer as Selena: Rethinking Latinidad in Media and
Popular Culture, ”10 Aparicio argues that by examining and analyzing similarities between diverse
US Latinos, the all-encompassing concept of a unified Latino identity— “Latinidad” —can help us
to understand “the sites in which Latinos from different national groups identify and disidentify
with each other.” Aparicio’s article supports my analysis of the themes presented in the plays
produced and performed by PRTT, Pregones, and their joint venture. The plays I analyze in this
thesis, such as 2016 and 2018’s 48 Hours… In El Bronx, elicit personal and collective catharsis. I
have experienced this catharsis personally and have seen audiences experience it through knowing
laughter and comments throughout the live plays. By using familiar Spanish/Spanglish language,
Latinx music, and cultural symbols, Pregones/PRTT performances use multi-ethnic Latinx
references so that Latinx New Yorkers in the audience recognize them. This strategy is effective in
shows how through theater performance, Latinx New Yorkers exhibit their roles as shapers of New
York City’s cultural life and neighborhood identities. The strategy also underscores how, through
these cultural symbols, NYC Latinxs “identify and disidentify” with one another, both in the
audience and on the stage at Pregones/PRTT.
By way of these references, plays at Pregones, PRTT and Pregones + PRTT incorporate
language and social knowledge that is distinct to certain Latinx nationalities but presented in a way
that multi-ethnic Latinx audiences respond to in cathartic, knowing ways. Social knowledge11 is a
concept that Diana Taylor uses in her seminal text on performance and embodied memory, The
Archive and the Repertoire. Taylor explains that performances are “vital acts of transfer,” “other

Frances R. Aparicio, “Jennifer as Selena: Rethinking Latinidad in Media and Popular Culture.” Latino Studies 1, no.
1 (March 2003): 90–105. https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.lst.8600016.
10

Diana Taylor, “Acts of Transfer,” in The Archive and the Repertoire: Performing Cultural Memory in the Americas,
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003), 33.
11
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ways of knowing”12 by which communities develop and preserve collective senses of identity. This
embodiment breaks away from Western ways of knowing, such as documented histories in
institutional archives or government bodies. The performances of New York City’s Latinx
community at Pregones, PRTT and Pregones/PRTT represent one of those modes of social
knowledge by transferring collective culture, history, and identities through recognizable symbols.
Those symbols then produce cathartic responses from audiences who find themselves represented
in the plays’ themes and characters.
Milagros Ricourt and Ruby Danta’s concept of “convivencias diarias” (“daily coexistences”
in English) has proven a critical concept for understanding how waves of Latin American and
Caribbean immigrants have shaped distinctively multi-ethnic Latinx enclaves throughout New
York City. Ricourt and Danta focus on Corona, a working-class neighborhood in Queens, NY,
during the mid-1980s. Ricourt and Danta explore how “everyday living” has generated a “Latino
panethnicity”13 in Corona. They describe that identifying a pan-Latinx group identity does “not
simply replace one’s identification as an immigrant from a particular country,”14 but, “Instead,
repeated interactions between individuals of various Latino ethnic groups may foster cultural
exchange and create an additional identity, one that can be mobilized by Latino pan ethnic leaders
and organizations.”15 This thesis relies on Ricourt and Dantas’ methods for identifying these
communities “mobilized by Latino pan ethnic leaders and organizations,” while exploring panlatinidad that includes Latinxs who are not only immigrants who settled in Queens, but also people

12

Taylor, “Acts of Transfer,” 33.

Milagros Ricourt and Ruby Danta, “Women and Convivencia Diaria,” Hispanas de Queens: Latino Panethnicity in a
New York City Neighborhood (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 2003), 24.
13

Milagros Ricourt and Ruby Danta, “Introduction: The Emergence of Latino Panethnicity,” Hispanas de Queens:
Latino Panethnicity in a New York City Neighborhood, (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 2003), 1.
14

15

Ricourt and Danta, “Introduction: The Emergence of Latino Panethnicity,” 1.
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born in New York City, and all shaped by their diasporic identities, as well.
While researching for secondary sources that specifically handle Pregones and PRTT in
their works, Eva C. Vasquez’s book Pregones Theatre: A Theatre for Social Change in the Bronx
stood out as the only historical monograph that tells the history and legacy of Pregones Theatre.
Vasquez argues that in order to understand how a Puerto Rican community theater grew deep roots
in the South Bronx, an understanding of political, social, and economic history of Puerto Rican
theater is a prerequisite.16 What this work does is situate Pregones and PRTT into a diasporic
framework, as two theatres that use the performances they produce and support as a means of
defining and showcasing what the distinct experience of being a Puerto Rican, and now Mexican,
Columbian, Dominican (and the list goes on) New Yorker can mean. Vasquez’s monograph
provides much of the historical background of Pregones’ founding and how New York’s Latinx
identity was primarily perceived as Puerto Rican or Hispanic, not multi-ethnically Latinx, for much
of the later 20th century. I build on Vásquez’s work by showing how the new directions that
Pregones/PRTT has gone in now are not only defined by their “Puerto Rican-ness” but also their
surrounding multiethnic Latinx communities.
Scholars, like Juan Flores, have claimed that ideas of pan-latinidad “homogenize” the
distinct identities of U.S. Latinxs. However, collectively analyzing the phenomenon of U.S.
latinidad through performance invites “intersectional and interdisciplinary approaches”17 towards
understanding U.S. Latinx lived realities and identities. Instead of privileging certain national or
ethnic narratives over others, pan-latinidad seeks to understand what happens in U.S. urban
environments where multi-ethnic Latinx live and make community together. Contemporary

Eva C. Vásquez, Pregones Theatre: A Theatre for Social Change in the South Bronx. (New York, NY: Routledge,
2003), 7.
16

17

Aparicio, “Jennifer as Selena: Rethinking Latinidad in Media and Popular Culture.”
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discussions of pan-latinidad unfortunately lack awareness of Afro-Latinx narratives. Black Latinx
must be, also, considered when approaching understandings of the U.S. Latinx community and in
the work of Modesto “Flako” Jimenez in Pensamientos and the stories of Afro-Cuban artists in We
Have Iré, we will see how Pregones/PRTT make space for Afro-latinidad in their multiethnic
Latinx theatrical repertoire.
With this thesis, we will see how Latinx New Yorkers have made an impact on New York
City’s history and cultural landscape through the performing arts at two pioneering bilingual Latinx
theaters that have used the performing arts to build community among and advocate for Latinx
people and culture in New York City. The staging of a both imagined and real collective Latinx
identities at Pregones/PRTT validates Latinxs as productive American citizens and New Yorkers,
not just temporary, problematic visitors. These performances also aptly demonstrate how looking at
Latinos collectively, instead of as individual national groups (Cuban, Dominican, Puerto Rican,
Mexican) can be a powerful tool for creating community coalitions among these diverse identities
and using theater as a tool for activism and cultural understanding. Pregones/PRTT Latinx has
contributed to inserting Latinx citizens, histories, plays, playwrights, actors and stories into the
mainstream of American theater. Just as Rosalba Rolón proudly proclaims in the epigraph on the
first page of this introduction, Pregones/PRTT makes “American Theatre on a Latin Beat.” 18 Thus,
in tandem with other ethnic minority theater movements, such as Chicano and Black theater
movements of the 1960s, Pregones and PRTT use theater arts and performance to expand
representations of what it means to be American.
As performance theorist Ramon Rivera-Servera notes "by participating in embodied
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Rizk, “American Theatre on a Latin Beat,” 201, (bold text is my addition).
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experiences with others" as a way to "collectively devise strategies of being and being together" 19
Pregones and PRTT reject stereotypes imposed by ongoing political rhetoric, that deems Latinxs as
illegal and outside of the fabric of American culture, and popular culture, a culture that often places
Latinx in a monolithic category as exceptional, white, and a “model minority.” Through their
origins and the expansiveness of their contemporary mission, impact, and community,
Pregones/PRTT asserts multi-ethnic Latinx New Yorkers as stakeholders and critical agents in
shaping New York City’s many neighborhoods, cultural spheres and history.
On a final note, why am I interested in performances of multi-ethnic latinidad in New York
City, and what is the significance of their documentation at Pregones/PRTT? Well, twenty-three
years as a third-generation, Afro-Latina New Yorker has made me privy to the many diverse U.S.
latinidades bound up in the term Latinx. As I travel the city, I hear variations in Spanish accents
and Spanglish words coming from other first, second, third, and forth, generations of New York
Latinxs—a “soundscape of U.S. life” in the words of J. Bret Maney.20 The diversity of Latin
American and Caribbean foods, customs, and neighborhood spaces that I come across, spaces and
places that the New York Times affirms make New York City so unique and change with each
neighborhood and space traversed. These are intriguing multiethnic Latinx variations, shaped by
and thus shaping New York City’s past, present, and future. I am most certainly not the first, nor
the last, to take heed of the “soundscape of U.S. life” among New York City’s multiethnic Latinx
community.
My experiences, alongside those I have read and listened to from scholars, theater artists,

Ramón H. Rivera-Servera, “Building Home: Arthur Aviles’s Choreography of the Public Sphere,” in Performing
Queer Latinidad: Dance, Sexuality, Politics, 46. Triangulations: Lesbian/Gay/Queer Theater/Drama/Performance (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press), 2012.
19

J. Bret Maney, acknowledgements in Manhattan Tropics by Guillermo Cotto-Thorner, trans. by J. Bret Maney and
ed. by J. Bret Maney and Cristina Pérez Jiménez (Houston, TX: Arte Público Press, 2019).
20
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and fellow New York Latinx community members has prompted me to consider the relationships
built between multi-ethnic Latinx groups living among each other in this city. How do their daily
interactions complicate and subvert stereotypes and dangerous notions of latinidad in the U.S?
How can theater serve as a suitable medium by which to explore the lives, experiences, histories,
fictional and real, of New York City’s Latinxs?
By examining the changes in mission, performances, and programming at Pregones/PRTT,
both as individual Puerto Rican institutions and, even more so, as a merged Latinx organization, I
continue exploring these themes. As Rolón says in the epigraph on the outset of this introduction,
Pregones/PRTT is “American Theatre on a Latin Beat.” As metropoles across the U.S. become
more and more diverse, with immigrant communities and their family members continuously
growing, we must recognize how these communities force us to simultaneously revise, update, and
expand the inclusivity of what we define as “American”. Pregones/PRTT challenge us to continue
that revision, as their stages remain ever more inclusive of the many New York City latinidades
that Pregones/PRTT brings to life in the streets, on their stages, and within New York City’s legacy
and history for years to come.
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CHAPTER 1: ORIGINS
What does it mean to live in between
What does it take to realize
that being Boricua
is a state of mind
a state of heart
a state of soul…
-María Teresa “Mariposa” Fernandez, an excerpt from Ode to the Diasporican21
Dead Puerto Ricans
Who never knew they were Puerto Ricans
Who never took a coffee break
from the ten commandments
to KILL KILL KILL
the landlords of their cracked skulls
and communicate with their latino souls…
Juan
died waiting for his number to hit
Miguel
died waiting for the welfare check
to come and go and come again
Milagros
died waiting for her ten children
to grow up and work
so she could quit working
Olga
died waiting for a five dollar raise
Manuel
died waiting for his supervisor to drop dead
so he could get a promotion
-Pedro Pietri, an excerpt from Puerto Rican Obituary22

In discussing the motivations for Columbia University Library and Center for the Study of
Race and Ethnicity’s joint acquisition of 5000 El Diario/La Prensa photographs dated from 1970
through 2000, Dr. Frances Negrón-Muntaner—a Professor of Comparative Literature at
Columbia— explained that the “preservation of the Latino legacy of New York” was a major factor

María Teresa “Mariposa” Fernandez, Diasporican, YouTube, 2007,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n802rVXC8l0.
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“Puerto Rican Obituary by Pedro Pietri,” Text/html, Poetry Foundation, Text/html, accessed January 1, 2020,
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/58396/puerto-rican-obituary.
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in their decision to acquire, preserve, and make accessible these materials from that iconic NYC
Latino newspaper 23. La Prensa, the oldest Spanish-language daily newspaper in the United States
and New York City, was founded in 1913. El Diario was founded separately in 1947. 24 The two
papers merged in 1963. El Diario/La Prensa has been a pioneering news media source
representative of the daily lives of New York City’s Latin American immigrant and U.S. Latinx
communities for over a century.
On February 11, 1982, El Diario/La Prensa published an editorial titled “Puerto Rican
Traveling Theater: Reflection of Our Reality.”25 The laudatory editorial describes the rise of the
Puerto Rican Traveling Theater’s (PRTT) impact around New York City’s Hispanic community
through their touring performances. El Diario/La Prensa describes PRTT as “One of the most
dynamic Hispanic cultural activities in New York…”26 The dynamism pinpointed by the
newspaper emanated from the PRTT’s commitment to both representing and empowering New
York City’s Hispanic, mostly Puerto Rican, community through the performing arts. What was
even more unique about the theater group was their commitment to bringing theater to the
Hispanic, predominately Puerto Rican masses, by performing in outdoor and community venues
across the five boroughs. El Diario/La Prensa’s 1982 editorial notes that the PRTT provided an
outlet for Hispanic youth in late 20th century New York City,
Perhaps to let the imagination transcend the sad realities of life in the poor barrios, Hispanic youth
in New York and other cities take serious interest in theatre. For hundreds of them, the Puerto Rican
Frances Negrón-Muntaner, “El Diario/La Prensa Collection,” Interview by Erica Getto, WKCR 89.9FM NY News
Archive, https://www.cc-seas.columbia.edu/wkcr/archives/News%20Archive/artist/Frances%20Negr%C3%B3nMuntaner.
23
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Traveling Theatre has held workshops in drama, dance, writing and diction.27

By the time this editorial was written in 1982, the PRTT had already been touring New
York City’s five boroughs with plays, theater workshops, and educational programming for almost
two decades. The PRTT was not the sole member of New York City’s Hispanic, Latino, “dramatic
institutions”28 to “enrich the garden of cultural treasures which still make this City bloom into
exciting life.”29 As Elisa De La Roche notes in her 1985 monograph surveying the Hispanic theater
movement in New York City, “By the middle of the 1980s twenty-four theater companies… were
listed as Hispanic Theatre organizations in New York City alone.”30 The theaters that De la Roche
surveyed along with the PRTT (Repertorio Español and INTAR) all continue to operate in 2020
and had all been contributing to representing Hispanic/Latino culture in New York City during the
1960s, when they were all founded. Elisa de La Roche’s monograph Teatro Hispano! Three Major
New York Companies is among the few full-length monographs of the late 20th century that focuses
on the PRTT’s 31 contributions to New York City’s performing arts scene. In this chapter, I build
off of Roche’s work. Where Roche provided an investigation of Hispanic theaters showcasing
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“themes from the experiences of Latin Americans and the people of Latin American descent living
in the United States,”32 this thesis departs from her investigation that ends in the 1990s. That
departure takes place in Chapters 2— and in Chapter 3—where I examine performances of
multiethnic latinidad at Pregones/PRTT in the 21st century, instead of “Hispanic culture,” like
Roche. Roche’s observations in her monograph will help, in this chapter, show how the PRTT
focused on Puerto Rican and Latin American culture in the late 20th century and was largely
uninformed by diasporic New York City plays and experiences among the “Hispanic” communities
in the City.
As Vanessa Pérez- Rosario notes in her essay33 on Puerto Rican poet Julia De Burgos’s
contributions to Pueblos Hispanos, another prominent New York City Spanish-language press of
the 1940s, Puerto Ricans have been migrating to New York City since as early as 1898. 34 There
were certainly other Latin American, Caribbean, and Hispanic communities settling in New York
during this time, however Puerto Ricans certainly predominated. This chapter focuses on how
PRTT and Pregones were founded as their creators became a part of New York City’s
predominately Puerto Rican, but also Latin American/Caribbean/Latino/Hispanic, community in
the 1950s (Colón) and 1970s (Rolón). Colón and Rolón established theaters with the intent to speak
to and represent other Puerto Rican migrants, and eventually Nuyoricans, in the City.

Elisa De la Roche, “HISTORY OF THE HISPANIC THEATRE MOVEMENT: 1920s-1960s,” in Teatro Hispano!
Three Major New York Companies, Garland Studies in American Popular History and Culture. (New York: Garland,
1995), 3.
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Political Transnational Practice," CENTRO: Journal of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies 25, no. 2 (2013): 4+. Gale
Academic OneFile, 5, https://lhcs497.files.wordpress.com/2015/10/0d4ea-perez-rosario_pp4-27-centro.pdf.
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In the following chapter, the founding performances of PRTT and Pregones and the
founders’ oral histories will be presented and analyzed to situate their Puerto Rican emphasis in
their early years. Both of their early missions, impacts, and target communities during the late 20 th
century reflect the lives and artistic barriers that predominately Puerto Rican, and also the growing
Hispanic/Latino, community in New York City faced during that era.
Telling their Own Stories
Miriam Colón
I like the idea that the cultural vehicles are also taken to the people that are less affluent, to the people
that cannot afford a fifty dollar ticket or a seventy-five dollar ticket, or a hundred and twenty-five
dollar ticket to see a play on Broadway.
-Miriam Colon35

Miriam Colón is recognized as a pioneer in forging Latina representation in New York
City’s mid-20th century theater and film, as well as nationally during that period. Soon after coming
to the United States on two scholarships, one from her alma mater, the University of Puerto Rico,
to attend an acting workshop and the other to attend The New School in downtown Manhattan
post-grad36, Colón entered the City’s exclusive acting scene quite fast. Colón was accepted into the
highly prestigious Actors Studio in 195337, made her debut on Broadway in In the Summer House
from December 1953 to February 1954 38, and played a supporting role in multiple feature films
with actor Marlon Brando in the 1960s. This was all in an era when Latina/Hispanic actors and
actresses were hard to come by in mainstream media, save for stereotypical depictions (not to say
that the marginalization of Latinas in film and media has disappeared).

“Transcript: Miriam Colón’s #LegacyLeaders Video,” interview by The Legacy Leaders Project, Theatre
Communications Group, 2017. https://www.tcg.org/EDI/EDIInitiative/LegacyLeaders/MiriamColon/Transcript.aspx.
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Upon moving to New York City to jumpstart her acting career, Colón felt an urgency to
represent and support the continually growing community of Puerto Rican migrants who were
marginalized and oppressed by pervasive racism and classism. 39 After a little over a decade
cruising through the high-ranks of New York City’s theater and film world, Colón gradually
developed the idea40 to start a theater company, the Puerto Rican Traveling Theater (the PRTT),
which she founded in 1967.
With the PRTT, Colon worked toward empowering Puerto Rican and Hispanic/Latino
communities facing social issues similar to those that she faced upon settling in New York City.
One of the guiding principles she initially laid out was to make the arts available to everybody (i.e.
disenfranchised New Yorkers who could not afford, or would not be allowed into, theater life in the
City’s expensive, exclusive, elitist venues). More specifically, Colón was motivated by a
commitment to, in her words, “wake up”41 theater. She noticed, while struggling through life as an
actor trying to succeed in NYC, how few representations of Puerto Ricans and other Hispanics
were available on New York City stages and in the audition rooms during the 1960s. She explained

Puerto Ricans settling in New York City during the many political and social upheavals of the 20 th century
encountered a plethora of systemic, structural, and everyday discrimination based on race, language, gender,
economics, labor, etc. I indicate pervasive racism and classism because of the ways in which Puerto Ricans, even
phenotypically white or white-passing Puerto Ricans, were racialized by employers, neighbors, landlords, and city
officials. Due to the fact of many islanders migrating to the U.S. for economic reasons, especially following Operation
Bootstrap which began in the mid-1940s, Puerto Ricans settled in New York City’s poor, working class slums which
they would begin to call “barrios.” Here, they lived in squalid conditions, many worked factory jobs for low and unfair
wages, and faced major barriers to accessing higher educational and economic opportunities. Centro de Estudios
Puertorriqueños “History of Puerto Ricans in the US” goes into more depth about Puerto Rican realities throughout the
20th century in the New York City and Chicago, where the highest numbers of migrants settled. One point they miss in
their historiography, is that Puerto Ricans were not just “perceived as blacks,” as they state. Many Puerto Ricans who
migrated were, and still are, black, such as revered Puerto Rican writer, Jesus Colón who came to NYC in 1917, and
poet Tato Laviera, who moved to NYC in 1960. Both identify as back and use their art to express the discrimination
they faced as well, doubly, because of their “foreign” status and dark skin. See Centro PR’s History of Puerto Ricans in
the U.S. here: “History of Puerto Ricans In the US - PART THREE,” Center for Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter
College, n.d., accessed January 9, 2020, https://centropr.hunter.cuny.edu/education/story-us-puerto-ricans-partthree#_ftn11.
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that her role in the play The Summer House was her first contact with professional theater in New
York City and confirmed her sense of herself as an outsider:
It was difficult. Very competitive. I mean, I was a recent arrival to New York. But also I did not
now have an immersion into the theater scene to know you know what TDF is, what the Department
of Cultural Affairs is, what Harvard School is, anything like that.42

This feeling of otherness and being on the outside of a very coded-system—where connections, an
established network, and cultural capital were the keys to enter New York City’s theater scene—
seems to have ignited Colón’s passion for accessibility and equality. Her experiences being on the
outside of those codes likely were what led her to use PRTT as a medium for social change.
As a high school student, Colón was inspired by a traveling performance troupe from the
University of Puerto Rico, nearby where she grew up, that inspired her eventual decision to bring
theater to the Hispanic/Latino masses in New York City through traveling plays. While in high
school, Colón was urged by one of her teachers to reach out to a professor at the University of
Puerto Rico (UPR) who attended a play Colón was starring in at her school. She was eventually
accepted into the University’s acting classes and then enrolled in the University’s theater program
after graduating high school:
The University of Puerto Rico had a traveling theatre and that’s how I heard about the idea of a traveling
theatre. They gave me a role in it and therefore I started going to the country to the little towns to the little
plazas, to sleepy little towns.43

That early experience of taking acting classes at the UPR inspired the touring and
accessibility model that she infused into the heart of the PRTT. The emotional rewards that Colón
felt after bringing theater to small towns in Puerto Rico with her University were so impactful that
she could describe them vividly, with a sparkle in her eyes, during an oral history some sixty years
later:
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We would get into a sleepy town, and the dogs are barking, and they don’t know what’s going on
and all that noise coming over there and, the little band playing and it was like a fiesta, like the town
would wake up and the kids would come and they touch you. Why is it that they come and they
touch? Is it...many of them, what they have been exposed to is the images of television and the
image there? The idea of taking theatre to the people who pay taxes, but they don’t have, eh the
power to uh, energize a company like that.44

Colón’s response to the “touch” of the children symbolizes her affective connection with these
small-town communities, connections made through her involvement in the traveling theater. This
experience appears to have catalyzed Colón’s motivation to bring theater to disenfranchised
Hispanics/Latinos in New York City’s barrios. By providing educational and professional
opportunities to Hispanic/Latino New Yorkers, through workshops, acting and playwrighting
opportunities, and free performances in their neighborhoods, the PRTT used theater as a vehicle for
community empowerment.
Starting with The Oxcart (La carreta, originally), a play that fictionalizes the Puerto Rican
migratory experience of the 1940s-1950s, Colón meant for the PRTT’s works to be representative
of the Puerto Ricans who watched it, but also for people who were not Puerto Rican—the elite,
predominately white American, audiences for whom she had been performing throughout her
career in New York City’s elite cultural venues. Her central goal was to portray authentic
representations of the lives of this marginalized community as told by through their genuine
experiences. Through theatrical repertoire, Colón meant to demonstrate that Puerto Ricans
contributed value to American society:
There were not that many opportunities [for Puerto Rican theater] there were not that many
playwrights, eh, that were writing vehicles that could give opportunities to a person of my physical
description. A group of us decided to put on a play off Broadway called, The Ox Cart. I was
flabbergasted at how it described the plight of that Puerto Rican family and I said, “This is, this is
fantastic! This will be wonderful for New York.” Because it had not only the beauty of the play
itself and the way it is structured…It really energized us…this play about a Puerto Rican family and
this…play about immigrants and this…play about people struggling to survive…45
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That being said, the PRTT also provided opportunities for the immigrants and New York
City Puerto Ricans and Latinos they were performing for and about, to bring theater into their own
lives. Colón said,
From the very beginning, we, uhmm, we stated that we wanted to be a bilingual theatre. Among the
classes that we decided to--to offer, was the playwriting class. You have to teach the…young men
and women that you can write and that uhh, that ideally that should be written by you, that have
lived and tested what it is to survive in a ghetto, in an economically limited eh, neighborhood,
because they talk with an authority and with a depth of knowledge that is basic for us to be able to
convey the message.46

The PRTT was engaged in making themselves not just an arts venue, but also a community
institution providing pathways to diversify the American theater. Colón was fiercely dedicated to
young people and this was made evident by several of the theater’s six guiding principles, which
explained that the PRTT would serve as a recreational outlet for bored and restless youth, a place
for “community participation, vocational opportunity, and talent development to our youth.” 47
These principles were outlined in a proposal for funding, provided in De La Roche’s 1995
monograph.
Just as important as these motivations that drove Colón to establish the PRTT are the
content of the shows that Colón first decided to stage through the traveling theater and the concept,
in and of itself, of a theater that met communities in the places where they spent their daily lives. I
will explore the content of the PRTT’s first play performed, The Oxcart, as well as the Summer
Tour of 198248 which was the PRTT’s annual summer theater festival that toured plays in parks,
community centers, churches and other community places around New York City. The Oxcart and
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the Summer Tour of 1982 show how the PRTT put their guiding principles, laid out by Colón upon
founding the theater, into action.

Touring the City with the PRTT
The Oxcart
On September 26, 1957, West Side Story the Musical premiered at the Winter Garden
Theater on West 74th street in New York City. Jerome Robbins, an American director, and
Leonard Bernstein, an American composer, intended to update Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.
Their adaptation updated the trope of tragically fated lovers in a contemporary context, that of the
culture wars between Puerto Ricans and “ethnic whites” (Irish, Italian, etc.) on the Upper West
Side during the late 1950s. The story translated contemporary tensions between these “new
Americans,” immigrants and children of immigrants, contested with racial prejudices. Controversy
has continued to develop over the years since the musical’s premiere and film adaptations, due to
the stereotypical depictions of Puerto Ricans in this New York classic. During this moment, Puerto
Ricans migrated in the masses to claim space in mid-twentieth century New York City. This
historical moment is when the Puerto Rican Traveling Theater was born.
Just over a decade after West Side Story, The Oxcart (1951) at the PRTT began to tour
around New York City in 1967. The performance’s representation of an authentic Puerto Rican
experience, though told by Rene Marqués—a highly acclaimed Puerto Rican playwright and
nationalist who did not migrate, but remained on in Puerto Rico49—in some ways rejected the
ahistorical and stereotyped depiction of Puerto Ricans that West Side Story had staged. Instead of
West Side Story’s Puerto Rican characters who were portrayed as gang members and factory

“Rene Marques, Writer From Puerto Rico, 59,” The New York Times, March 25, 1979, Archives,
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workers with not much room in the plot for their histories, cultures, or backgrounds, The Oxcart
brought an authentic Puerto Rican migration story to a public arena at the PRTT.
At this moment of increased Puerto Rican presence in New York City, PRTT’s
performances worked against West Side Story’s stereotyped depiction of Puerto Ricans as gang
members and factory workers with no history. Ernesto R. Acevedo Muñoz, author of West Side
Story as Cinema: The Making and Impact of an American Masterpiece 50 argues on the contrary,
however, that West Side Story is not all that negative in that it is a representation of Puerto Ricans
on screen during a time when there were close to none at all in film.51 It was imperative that
Puerto Ricans in New York City saw embodied depictions of their lived experiences. The PRTT’s
performances came with historical background that represented Puerto Ricans in New York City by
showing the migration journey that many of their family members and neighbors had experienced.
In The Oxcart, a Puerto Rican family seeks economic mobility—what Juanita, the eldest
sister, called “freedom”52 —by traveling from the Puerto Rican rural countryside, to metropolitan
San Juan, and finally to the Bronx in the 1950s. Land is a significant motif in the play—it
represents a profound home sickness and nationalism that the family grapples with in their process
of traversing nations. The countryside symbolizes “home” 53 and New York City is “closed in by
buildings that look like mountains and seas of people that push us and shove us...” 54 Here Juanita
conveyed the absence of belonging that the family sensed in an unwelcoming New York City, an
experience that closely mirrors all of the discrimination and hardships that Puerto Rican migrants
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faced throughout their many mass migrations and settlements in the City throughout the 20th
century.
In a 1983 New York Times review of the PRTT’s revival of The Oxcart, fifteen years after
the theater was founded, theater critic Mel Gussow describes “how it [the play] has served as an
object lesson to generations of Hispanic Americans and how it can also continue to act as an
instrument of social consciousness.”55 He mentions that when the actors onstage refer to New York
as ''‘a land of dreams,’' there is a knowing laugh from the audience.”56 Gussow's observations
demonstrate the significance of the representation that The Oxcart continued to offer to Puerto
Ricans—who were the largest, and growing, Latinx population in New York City in the 1980s,
when this revival was staged. These “new” Americans contended with racial, political, and
economic subjugation. The play perhaps became a reference for Nuyoricans, where they could
analyze, understand and claim how they became New Yorkers and collectively acknowledge the
dubious nature of the not-so-ideal American reality.
The Oxcart’s role as PRTT’s founding traveling play provided space for Puerto Ricans and
the emerging Nuyorican community to socialize and build a sense of home, a collective
community, where instead of being “pushed and shoved,” as Juanita vividly detailed in the play,
they could prove they held spaces to belong in throughout the city’s Puerto Rican enclaves and in
the audience with the PRTT. The performances in The Oxcart represented embodied practices,
which Diana Taylor says are “other ways of knowing” that “function as vital acts of transfer,
transmitting social knowledge, memory, and a sense of identity.” 57 Those embodied practices are
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evidenced by, for example, the knowing laughter that Gussow observed at the revival of The
Oxcart in the 1980s. These embodiments break away from Western ways of knowing (documented
histories), which were lacking in the theater, and, instead, offered Puerto Ricans a positive
repertoire of their culture, history, and identities through theater. The PRTT’s production of The
Oxcart is among early performances of U.S. Latinx identity.
Examining Colón’s decision to stage The Oxcart as PRTT’s inaugural production is useful
in exploring who Colón and her contemporaries included in their understanding and definition of a
“Hispanic” New Yorker. The city, as stated above, was predominately Puerto Rican especially in
the Hispanic/Latino enclaves, such as El Barrio (Spanish Harlem), Williamsburg, the South Bronx,
and the Lower East Side (Loisaida). The PRTT’s oeuvre before the early 2000s, and especially
before their merge with Pregones, concentrated on seminal theater works and styles by Latin
American and Caribbean playwrights and stories, such as Rene Marqués. This, I argue, is
influenced by Rolón’s experience as a Puerto Rican migrant and her theater education in Puerto
Rico. As PRTT began to establish themselves further and further in New York City, the plays
started to cover more New York City latinidades. Those New York City Latinx stories are being
shown more than ever before at the PRTT after having joined forces, and stages, with Pregones
Theater in the 2010s.

The Summer Tour of 1982
In the PRTT’s founding mission, a set of proposal guidelines that Colón used to solicit
funding for the theater’s first production, it was made clear that a motivation to establish the PRTT
was to bring theater performances to working-class communities who were denied access to
traditional theater spaces because of discrimination and price. Those guidelines were:
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1- promote identification and self esteem in alienated ethnic minorities
2- increase understanding and tolerance between the different national and ethnic groups
3- bring free, high-quality entertainment to neighborhoods which cannot afford to pay Broadway
or off-Broadway prices
4- provide constructive outlet for boredom, restlessness and frustration
5- be a source of wholesome entertainment and cultural enrichment for the community, in general,
and it’s deprived areas specifically
6- offer community participation, vocational opportunity, and talent development to our youth.58

Figure 1: Google map of each performance place: The PRTT’s Summer Tour of 1982.59
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The communities targeted by this list were largely made of recently arrived Americans
(immigrants) and marginalized Black and of Color New Yorkers—Puerto Ricans represented a
large part of these groups. Using a model called a “Touring Unit,” the PRTT’s first shows were all
public interventions. The plays brought theater arts to the streets by staging performances in public
parks and housing projects. This was both because the theater started out with no building and
because of Colón’s unwavering commitment to community outreach as a central tenet of the
theater’s mission and practice.
In a brochure for PRTT’s Summer Tour of 1982, there are twenty-one performances listed,
all in the month of August (dates were August 6th through August 29th), The performances were
hosted in public venues across the five boroughs. Even 15 years after the PRTT was founded and
Colón’s purchased the firehouse on 47th street (where the PRTT still stands today), the touring unit
remained. The touring model provided a way for the PRTT to directly engage with the growing
Puerto Rican community in NYC. That summer they brought two plays to each place they
performed at. These plays were both by Spanish playwright Federico García Lorca. They were The
Love of Don Perlimplin and Belisa in the Garden and The Story of Don Cristobal. The Love of Don
Perlimplin is a puppet farce written in 1928, which the PRTT advertised as catered to children. The
Story of Don Cristobal is a comedy about a marriage gone wrong between a man, Don Cristobal,
who poses as a doctor to marry Doña Rosita.

The Summer Tour of 1982 was the continuation of almost two decades worth of summer
tours, with the first touring unit beginning at the PRTT’s founding in 1967. Colón solicited funding
from then Mayor John Lindsay’s Summer Task Force and the New York City Parks Department. 60
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Mayor Lindsay’s impulse to approve funding for the PRTT’s social justice, culturally-focused,
theater venture may be attributed to his reputation as a Mayor who “won much praise for his
readiness to walk the streets and appeal for calm” during a time in New York City when there were
rising tensions over civil rights and the Vietnam War.61 The PRTT’s summer tour in ways speaks
to not only Lindsay’s political agenda, but also the demands made by civil rights activists of the era
as well. Black and Latino children, who comprised much of the nation’s children living in poverty
with little access to extracurricular resources, deserved the educational and “constructive” 62
benefits that theater could elicit, too.

During the annual summer tours, the PRTT coordinated with community organizations and
institutions throughout the city to perform several outdoor plays for communities in each of New
York City’s five boroughs. Many of the community organizations that the PRTT coordinated with
for this 1982 summer tour also had missions to provide resources for the large, predominately
Puerto Rican, and Hispanic/Latino, community in New York City during the 1980s. The
organizations they worked with for each performance that summer include Casita María; Hispanic
World’s Fair; St. Joseph’s Church; Latin Exchange Club; Hispanic Women’s Network; Fort
Apache Youth Center; Jackson Avenue Block Association; Teatro 4; Arts Across the Park;
Hispanic Drama Studio; Amigos de la Nueva Raza; Lincoln Center Out-of-Doors’ Sociedad
Hispana de la Inmaculada Concepción, c/o Capuchin Friars Monastery; Queens Borough Public
Library’s New Americans Project; United Puerto Rican Organization of Sunset-Park-Bay-Ridge
(UPROSE); Boricua College; Centro Cultural de Williamsburg; East Harlem Council for Human
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Services/New York Borinquen Lions; and the Puerto Rican Folklore Fiesta. 63 Many of these
organizations are, like the PRTT, still functioning and advocating for multi-ethnic Latinxs in New
York City.

The importance of the PRTT creating these cross-institutional and inter-borough
connections is that by doing so, the PRTT made a greater citywide impact by establishing their
institutional representation within city government (by creating connections to Mayor Lindsay’s
office and national and city funding bodies).64 In this way, the PRTT and all of its partner
organizations contributed to advocating for the rights and social benefits of the city’s Puerto Rican
communities. The PRTT hosted a series of meetings that summer of 1982 to plan the tour with
leaders from many of the partner organizations. On July 1982, the PRTT hosted an orientation
meeting to plan the tour. Among the leaders present at that meeting were members from Casita
María, East Harlem Council for Human Services, and UPROSE. Colón’s connection to these
leaders is important because each of these leaders demonstrated in their organizational missions a
dedication to Puerto Rican New Yorkers which they addressed by providing resources, such as
after school programs 65, educational enrichment, community organizing and youth services 66, and
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free or low-cost health services 67, at their centers and in the neighborhoods, they worked, and
continue to work, from. These neighborhoods and areas include historically Puerto Rican enclaves,
such as El Barrio, the South Bronx, and Williamsburg.
The Summer Tour of 1982 occurred in 1980s era in New York City, which is significant
because of the pervasive negative stereotypes being propagandized about Puerto Ricans and other
Black, of color, and marginalized New Yorkers during that era. These negative stereotypes were
rooted in misconceptions, such as those about the Bronx where buildings were burning due to city
government and landlord corruption. Also, in the media, films like Fort Apache (1981) staged the
New York City Police Department as saviors amid, and victims of, the danger posed by
Hispanic/Latino and African American drug dealers and criminals in the Bronx.68 The city was also
in the midst of the AIDS crisis; resistance against gentrification in neighborhoods such as the
Lower East Side (LES) 69; as well as the wrongful conviction of five Black and Latino teens, whom
the media deemed, and demonized as, the Central Park Five70. The second wave of the Nuyorican
Movement was also in full swing, which begun in the 1970s, and was comprised of diasporic
Puerto Rican poets and artists, born and raised in New York City, who voiced the hardships they
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and their fellow Puerto Ricans on the island and in the U.S. continued to face.71
Through their touring model, the PRTT brought theater arts to the “streets” using guerilla
art tactics and grassroots theater organizing to bring stories to Puerto Ricans and other
marginalized New Yorkers within accessible arenas. This model and these spaces helped the PRTT
make connections with New York City’s Puerto Ricans, Hispanic/Latinos, Black New Yorkers,
working-class immigrants and other marginalized groups. For Colón, the purpose of a community
theater was to bring theater to the people where they live, eat, come together, and “survive,” and to
“open the conscience of the community, of ourselves, of our fellow being.”72 Even when the
PRTT’s mission was emphasizing Puerto Rican stories and the highly-regarded works of Latin
American playwrights, the goal of the theater’s programming, stage productions, and traveling
ethos was to share within community. The PRTT prioritized sharing stories and understandings of
diverse and neglected cultures, with the aim of sharing joy and coming together around celebrating
the lives, struggles and histories of fellow community members through traveling theater.

Finding a space to call Home
Rosalba Rolón
In 2017, Rosalba Rolón, founder of Pregones Theater, was interviewed for the Primary
Stages Off-Center Off-Broadway Oral History Project. The project was started “to fill a gap in
theater scholarship about an innovative period in post-WWII America by establishing a video
archive featuring the artists who created Off- and Off-Off-Broadway.”73 In Rolón’s oral history,
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she details stories about her long career in New York City’s performing arts scene. The interview
starts with Sally Plass asking about the artistic influences that Rolón garnered during her childhood
in Puerto Rico, throughout her migration to New York City in the 1970s, and up until her current
role (in 2017, when the oral history was being done) as the artistic director of Pregones/Puerto
Rican Traveling Theater. Rolón notes that from as early as she can remember, her family had
instilled in her an appreciation for the arts as a way of leading a “fuller life.” 74 Rolón’s life-long
appreciation and involvement in theater and dance did not lead her directly to a career in the
performing arts, but in retrospect the actress and director remembers childhood moments attending
the theater, the opera, and the ballet in San Juan as impressionable on her, eventual, life-long
career.
Rolón originally moved to New York City for a master’s degree program in Psychology
while in her early 20s. After finishing that program and getting a job as a social worker, Rolón
decided to switch gears and pick back up where she had left off before college; she began taking
formal theater workshop classes at what is now The Clemente Soto Velez Cultural and Education
Center Inc. in Manhattan’s Lower East Side. Rolón’s classes at The Clemente were what then
catalyzed a long-term re-engagement with the arts for Colón, who then began auditioning for roles
across New York City. Rolón explains that her thick Puerto Rican accent—a symbol that othered
her in the theater—presented a barrier between her and her confidence when auditioning, until a
Puerto Rican actor in New York City, Raul Julia, whom she could relate to, changed that.
Raul Julia (1940-1994) was an internationally recognized Puerto Rican actor who had
begun performing in New York City’s theater circuit when he migrated there in 1964 from San

Sally Plass, Rosalba Rolón: Co-Founder Pregones Theater, Director, Actor, Primary Stages Off-Center (video), The
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Juan, Puerto Rico, where he was born and raised. Julia who got his start in, coincidentally, a
traveling theater, free-of-charge, that of Joseph Papp’s New York Shakespeare Festival in the early
1960s. Julia eventually went on to even bigger mainstream roles but died fairly early in his career
at the age of 54. Many Latino actors look to Julia as a pioneer and role model who broke barriers in
the performing arts and film industry, allowing them to join the industry years later. Julia was so
revered that PBS Thirteen American Masters recently (in September 2019) released a documentary
about Julia’s life and career. Michael Schulman’s 2019 article in The New Yorker about that
documentary and Julia’s life notes,
One of the most moving aspects of the documentary is seeing Hispanic performers… talk about the
path that Julia cleared for them, in part by not changing his name. “He was fiercely, fiercely Puerto
Rican,” the musician Ruben Blades says—a quality that opened some doors while closing others.
Every “ethnic” actor faces this quandary: Do you sand down your background for a wider range of
roles, or play it up and risk being niche?75

Rolón explained that after she got her first role in a play at the Ensemble Studio Theater in
Manhattan, she was sent to diction classes to tame her accent. Julia helped her learn to embrace her
“difference,” she explained to Plass:
Of course, I still have an accent, my accent then was worse. I knew English because in Puerto Rico,
you learn from first grade, but oh my god, everywhere I went was like, ‘you have to take diction
classes,’… and I was like oh my god, okay. And then, Raul Julia rose to the top and said, I have an
accent, I’m not going to change it. Whoever has an accent just stop the nonsense, don’t stress over
this. And he was our savior!76

Along with Julia acting as a role model for Rolón and other Hispanic/Latino actors and actresses of
the 1960s and 1970s, Rolón also mentioned that Miriam Colón and the work that the PRTT was
doing was a major influence on her decision to continue inserting herself into the continuously
growing Hispanic/Latino theater scene in New York City during the 1960s.
Rolón goes on to explain further she had been coming to terms with the “harsh reality” of
Michael Schulman, “The Blazing Path and Legacy of Raul Julia,” The New Yorker, September 13, 2019,
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becoming a Latina, Puerto Rican actress in New York City. Rolón had come face to face with a
“very, very active circle of harassment”77 that was pervasive throughout the performing arts scene
in audition rooms across the city. During auditions, Rolón had encountered a slew of demeaning
casting directors who dehumanized Rolón, asking her to dance and take off her clothes for roles
like toothpaste commercials. She comments that “in their minds, anything Latina was fire, or sex,
or whatever.”78 Though Rolón is referencing the stereotyping of Latina actresses in the 1970s,
these problems have not been resolved as time has gone on. In “Performing the ‘Generic Latina’: A
Conversation with Teatro Luna,” Sobeira Latorre and Joanna L. Mitchell interviewed the founders
of Teatro Luna in Chicago. The founders, Tanya Sarocho and Coya Paz, established the
“Latina/hispana”79 theater as a “response to the void…”80 of Latina-made theater in the U.S. By
establishing a theater ensemble where Latina women could “write, direct, act, manage and market
their own work.”81 Sarocho and Paz sought to challenge the stereotypical Latina roles—the fire and
the sex that Rolón describes casting directors saw when they read her Latina-ness—that every
member of Teatro Luna had been pressured to embody as Latina/hispana actresses auditioning in
the U.S. The harsh reality that Rolón, as a Puerto Rican/Latina actress, was confronted with in the
1970s has evidently persisted into the early 21st century.
This harsh reality nonetheless led Rolón to “knock on doors of the Latino theaters that
[were] opening.”82 So, Rolón began a part time job at the Association for Hispanic Arts and then
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got her start in two Latino productions. These moments would go on to catalyze her life-long career
at Pregones Theater. Like Schulman noted his reflection on Julia’s documentary in The New
Yorker, Hispanic/Latino/Puerto Rican actors have to make tough decisions about where to
concentrate their acting endeavors in a city that continues to marginalize everything and everyone
non-white. Rolón eventually did take the route of “being niche,” 83 instead of “sand[ing] down” her
Puerto Rican-ness. Rolón embraced her and her peers’ Puerto Rican “differences” by establishing a
transnational theater, a Puerto Rican theater, in New York City.
In 1979, Rolón and collaborators Luis Meléndez and David Crommett founded Pregones
Theater. Rolón, Meléndez, and Crommett envisioned Pregones as a theater group committed to not,
Hispanic or Latino theater, but Puerto Rican theater, specifically. By showing how Pregones
committed themselves to sharing Puerto Rican stories, as opposed to Nuyorican or New York
Latinx stories, in their early years, I am building off of the only monograph (that I have surfaced
throughout my thesis research) to focus entirely on the creation of Pregones Theater. In Pregones
Theatre: A Theatre for Social Change in the South Bronx by Eva C. Vásquez, Vásquez writes
about her interviews of Pregones’s team of artistic directors and the Pregones archival papers
housed at the theater. She also writes historiography about the theater’s origins connected to Puerto
Rican and New York Puerto Rican theater history and analyzes eight plays produced by Pregones
between 1979 and the early 1990s. In her monograph, Vásquez situates Pregones within a
“continuity,” a legacy, of Puerto Rican theater and United States theater. The monograph
demonstrates how Pregones has “preserve[d] and promote[d] the cultural values of the Puerto
Rican and other Latino communities on the eastern United States.” 84 In my analysis of Pregones, I
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jump off from Vásquez’s engagement with the theater and extend Vásquez’s claims about
Pregones’s Puerto Rican identity and political activism. In this section, I show how Pregones’s first
play, La Colección (1979) and a later play from the 1990s, El Apagón, demonstrate how, once
Pregones became more established in New York City, their plays became more diasporic, more
connected to, and more accepting of New York City Puerto Ricans. I also show how with La
Colección, Pregones prioritized island-born and Spanish-language-only stories before their
diasporic shift in the 1990s.

La Colección (1979)
Pregones Theater’s mission, when Rosalba Rolón, David Crommett and Luis Meléndez first
founded the theater in 1979, started as being targeted toward, and representative of, island-born
Puerto Ricans and their performing arts and plays. Rolón, Crommett and Meléndez, alongside other
Puerto Rican migrants, had been living on the “mainland” for a while, but still held on to a sense of
being different from New York’s Puerto Rican colonia. In Rolón’s interview with Vásquez for the
monograph, Rolón explained why Pregones was being established as a Puerto Rican nationalist
theater by providing Puerto Rican plays in Spanish:
Our original mission was to help Puerto Rican theatre become known. As we understood it, it was a
theatre created by Puerto Rican playwrights… We even stated that it was only in Spanish, which
reflected our lack of connection with Puerto Ricans here [in New York]. That was a transformation
we had to go through. Honestly… we saw [Spanish] language as a political weapon… It took us a
long time, almost ten years, to begin working in English. We thought that somehow Spanish was a
necessary connection for people here, but we were not in a legitimate position to make that claim
since there were no New York born Puerto Ricans in the core group… for us to have that kind of
information…every group chooses its market. Our market was not Pedro Pietri’s market for
instance…”85

Rolón’s desire to stay connected to Puerto Rico through theater, language, and representation in the
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theater is made evident in Pregones’s first play, La Colección. The play, performed in Spanish and
an homage to revered Puerto Rican playwrights, was meant to promote truly Puerto Rican theater
in New York City, where Rolón and her co-founders believed there was a dearth of it.

Performed in Spanish, La Colección was a collection and adaptation of prominent Puerto
Rican plays from a century of Puerto Rican history that combined the stories of seminal plays
written from 1868 to 1978. The theater compilation merged excerpts from seven seminal plays by
seven revered Puerto Rican playwrights. The plays included: La farsa de amor compradito (1959)
and Los ángeles les se han fatigado (1962) by Luis Rafael Sánchez, La carreta (1951) and
Carnaval afuera, carnaval adentro (1962) by René Marqués, Bienvenido Don Goyito (1965) by
Manuel Méndez Ballester, Un jíbaro (1878) by Ramón Méndez Quiñones, and Pregones’s own
work, La serenata (1979)86. The excerpts they selected from each of these plays represented
significant cultural, social, and political shifts in Puerto Rico during U.S. occupation.

By combining these shows, Pregones used their play as political commentary, making a
statement about the negative effects that U.S. colonialism in Puerto Rico presented to the country’s
culture, politics, and daily life. Rolón, Crommett, and Meléndez chose one scene from each of
these plays, combining them together to show how Puerto Rico, Puerto Ricans on the island, and
Puerto Ricans in the U.S. have been affected by their relationship with the U.S. Unlike Colón’s
idea of showcasing Puerto Rican struggle in the U.S. by choosing to produce The Oxcart, Vásquez
shows how Pregones used La carreta to show how the iconic figure of the jíbaro— a white Puerto
Rican symbol of the national body’s connection to the land— was being destroyed by
industrialism/Western “progress,” thus showing how U.S. occupation destroys the Puerto Rican
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soul. Vásquez notes that Pregones framed this as “the tragic fate of many Puerto Ricans.” 87 The
entire production frames life in the U.S. as a departure from Puerto Rican identity. The U.S.
becomes a place where Puerto Ricans go to “die,” much like Pedro Pietri’s claim in his poem
(excerpted in this chapter’s epigraph) about the Puerto Rican migrant experience in New York.
What is missing from Vásquez’s analysis, though, is what Rolón noted in retrospect—that the
founders of Pregones did not consult any New York Puerto Ricans and assumed they were fit to
dictate their experiences as “authentic” island-born Puerto Ricans. This framing actually situated
Pregones far away from the New York-born audiences they were performing for. Unlike Pietri,
whose poems and involvement in the Nuyorican movement argued that New York Puerto Ricans
would always be connected to Puerto Rico, Pregones neglected Nuyorican experiences in favor of
their nationalist artistic project.
La Colección’s fierce island nationalism came during a moment when New York City was
witnessing the militancy of The Young Lords, a civic and human rights organization of young
Puerto Rican and African American activists who fought for Puerto Rican independence and
Nuyorican rights, as well as the second wave of the Nuyorican Movement, led by U.S. born Puerto
Ricans gathered by their artistic reckoning with a collective identity straddled in between the
“mainland” (the U.S.) and the island (Puerto Rico). These might have been the “politics” that
Rolón mentions becoming acquainted with and these politics certainly effected the theater’s
decision to eventually produce El Apagón in the 1990s.

El Apagón (1992)88
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In spite of La Colección’s success, in terms of reviews, Rolón soon realized that Pregones
would have to expand their work to include U.S. born Puerto Ricans, whom Tato Laviera, a
revered Nuyorican poet of that era, called, “AmerRícans.”89 Opening their theater to Puerto Ricans,
especially after they settled in the South Bronx in the 1980s, was a step toward Pregones becoming
a community theater in the predominately Puerto Rican region of the South Bronx. In conversation
with Vásquez, Rolón spoke of the need to accept the South Bronx as a second home by becoming a
part of a Nuyorican life and a bilingual reality:
...we realized that our suitcases were always packed and we never went anywhere. On a personal level
we saw that we began to become part of a Nuyorican life, like a second home and we began to
understand and accept this as a second home. We became acquainted with the politics and the people
of the city and we realized our political apparatus was not that of Puerto Rico any longer, [...] to me
that was the richest moment of our history; the moment when we made a transition to a new reality,
a bilingual reality where we have some plays in Spanish and others in English.90

That “bilingual reality” symbolizes the recognition of the Nuyorican community, who had one foot
on the island and one in New York City. This recognition led to Nuyorican stories emerging in
Pregones’s plays.

Before settling into their current facility at 571 Walton Avenue, Pregones had been hopping
between multiple South Bronx stages due to funding and the size of past theater spaces. Prior to
moving from stage-to-stage in the Bronx, Pregones had been located in Manhattan and maintained
their original touring theater by performing around the city, country, and internationally. Plays
produced by Pregones Theater, once they made the Bronx their home, began to develop a diasporic
quality to reflect their surrounding Bronx neighborhoods and neighbors. El Apagón (The Blackout,

Hemispheric Institute’s Digital Library: “El apagón / The Blackout (2007, 2011),” Hemispheric Institute Digital Video
Library, accessed December 10, 2019, https://hemi.nyu.edu/hemi/hidvl-interviews/item/1820-pregones-apagon.
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1992) was one such play, based off a short story written by Puerto Rican essayist Jose Luís
Gonzalez. In his short story, Gonzalez narrates a day in the life of two Puerto Rican men in 1960sera New York City during the city-wide blackout of 1965.

These two men, both Puerto Rican migrants, one nameless (the main character) and his best
friend Trompoloco, rush by train from their factory job in Brooklyn to their apartments in El Barrio
to reach the protagonist’s wife while she gives birth to their firstborn child. The performance is in
Spanish and Spanglish and is essentially a monologue of the main character remembering that day
and night when his son was born and there was a citywide blackout. Once the protagonist reaches
home in El Barrio, after he is finally able to hold his child, a musical celebration develops on the
building’s roof. The main character goes to the roof to see what his neighbors are celebrating.
Remembering El Apagón during her oral history for Primary Stages, Rolón describes the ending of
the story:
He said what are we celebrating? And they say, “Look up!” and they say what do you see?
And he says, “The Stars.” And they say, “The stars… with all the millions of lights that are
on every night we have forgotten that the stars even existed,” and they were all celebrating
seeing the stars in New York for the first time.”91

In the short story written by Gonzalez, the protagonist reflects on what this moment
watching the stars with his neighbors meant to him at the end of the story. He explains:

I thought about lots of things. I thought about my son who had just been born and about what his
life here would be, I thought about Puerto Rico and about the old times and about everything we left
behind just because we needed to, I thought about so many things that some I’ve already
forgotten…. But what I will always remember is what I then said to Mrs. Lula… that was the night
we became people again.92
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This moment is reminiscent of Rivera-Servera’s notion that community is built through
performances of culture produced in intentionally-occupied spaces, spaces that resist to be
“threatened by the redevelopment of urban centers and revived anti-immigrant campaign.”93 The
neighbors all come together on the roof to celebrate remembering home, Puerto Rico, but also
being together in New York City to experience that memory collectively. The neighbors and the
protagonist bring Puerto Rico to New York City by staking claim to the stars, their shared roof, and
their shares migratory experience. They experience affective bonds to one another through the
starry landscape and their memory of Puerto Rico.

As Rolón continued explaining to Plass what El Apagón, a play that the theater has
continued to perform for over 30 years, signifies for Pregones, Rolón said:
We struggled with that piece, we said: there’s something missing. It’s missing the voice of our other
self: of the people who grew up here. And we began to search, we didn’t want it to be superficial.
We wanted them to be from here. And finally, we had two people approach us and say, ‘We know
this amazing young man.’ Joaquin Garcia… and he is born and raised in Brooklyn, and he’s a tenor
and the voice of an angel, and a great actor. Jose taught us what it was, that other part of us, that we
knew nothing about, that was the first of what is today a very mixed company. Of people who came
here ten years ago, of Nuyoricans—people who were already here…We have Peruvians, Cubans,
you know a very big, big family. But to us that was the turning point in creativity for us. From now
on we couldn’t imagine ourselves with just one uni-dimensional, in terms of the aesthetic, or the
cultural approach, or even the language. And we began to do more and more bilingual theater.

El Apagón, now lauded as a “quintessential Boricua play,” 94 by critics and audiences alike,
recognizes quotidian Puerto Rican experiences in New York City through an affective performance
of community togetherness. That community togetherness was something that Pregones neglected
in their early years, especially with La Colección. Pregones’s final move to their current stage in
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the South Bronx represents another intentionally occupied space, in the words of Rivera-Servera. In
the Bronx, Pregones theater began to produce more plays relevant to the lives, struggles, and
celebration of Nuyoricans in New York City. The shift in Pregones’ performance content between
the productions of La Colección and El Apagón shows Pregones’s gradual acceptance and
understanding of Puerto Rican migrants and Nuyoricans’ claim and belonging to New York City
history, while simultaneously remaining connected to the island. This understanding is what
eventually led Pregones to developing a home in diaspora for New York Latinxs in the 21 st century
with the PRTT.
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CHAPTER 2: THE STREETS
When theater is done well, it is magical because it’s making alive things that aren’t alive. It’s
bringing you characters that perhaps aren’t real. It’s bringing you into places perhaps you've never
been. All of that is magic. In the best-case scenario, it’s bringing you on a trip in your head,
someplace where you get totally involved, but also a place where you see yourself. It bridges
someplace specifically new with someplace personal and internal, making the experience real and
relatable. To me that’s magic because it makes the person in the audience feel like they're part of the
production, and they experience the characters’ love and pain and joy. It's something that they go
home and think about.
-Migdalia Cruz95
Ultimately, I want young people to know… we can fight and imagine what our community can look
like.
-Vivian Vázquez Irizarry96

Jorge B. Merced, associate artistic director at Pregones/PRTT, has introduced multiple
plays at Pregones Theater in the Bronx and PRTT off-Broadway (in Manhattan) by noting that
Pregones/PRTT is committed to bringing theater “to and from the streets.” Since merging in 2014,
Pregones/PRTT has staged more and more plays that center the lived experiences of panethnic
Latinxs across the U.S, but especially on “the streets” of New York City. In particular, many of the
plays staged by Pregones/PRTT center the Bronx, the borough that Pregones has called home since
1983.97 Interviewed by theater critic Fabiana Cabral in 2016 for American Theatre magazine,
Merced explains that connecting with the theater’s surrounding community—audiences and
patrons in the Bronx—is a priority for Pregones/PRTT:

We in the Bronx have been so immersed in creating this space, creating the culture and the tradition
of people who understand and who become patrons of our organization,” said Merced. “One of the
questions in our minds is: How is the world moving, and how do we respond as Latino artists, as
Puerto Rican artists? We make sure there is a professional arena for that exploration to take place,
and an audience who can see how artists coming from that context are responding to their needs and
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to their questions too.98

By taking into consideration their surrounding community, a community that is increasingly a
panethnic Latinx community, Merced notes how Pregones/PRTT are creating theater works and
experiences that reflect the diverse places and spaces of New York City’s Latinxs, and more
specifically, Latinxs in their own contexts, on the streets and in the places they call home. By
incorporating the experiences of their Bronx neighbors and fellow Latinos and Puerto Ricans in
New York City, Pregones/PRTT has created a communal space of belonging for each other in the
context of their plays and through their merger. They have welcomed Latinx actors, playwrights,
and audiences into that communal space.

In this chapter, I show that the plays at Pregones/PRTT in the 21st century, with the
influence of their original proposals and missions in the 1960s and 1970s, perform Latinx fantasies
and realities in two important places: on “the streets” (and, in chapter 3, on “the stage”). “The
Streets” is where this chapter focuses by discussing the 2016 and 2018 48 Hours in… El Bronx99
short play festivals that Pregones/PRTT worked with Harlem9 production collaborative100 to
produce. These plays are broadly focused on what the Harlem9 producers call “authentic stories
emerging from this historic theatrical home [Pregones] of the Latino community in the Bronx, NY”
in the anthology they published for the 2016 and 2018 festivals with Pregones/PRTT. 101 The
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process by which the 48 Hours in… festivals are produced is quite unique. As the festival name
indicates, each of the six 10-minute plays that comprises the 48 Hours in… festival is conceived in
about 48 hours. The Harlem9 collective, along with Pregones/PRTT begin the process each year by
distributing source materials to six different Latino playwrights on the Thursday afternoon before
the weekend in which the festival is intended to premiere. The playwrights then write the plays
overnight and in the morning, the directors join the actors who rehearse the plays and memorize
lines within five hours on a Friday afternoon. Tech is then set up all day on a Saturday and on
Sunday night, the show premieres.102

I have chosen two plays from the six performed at the 2016 and 2018 festivals to examine
and analyze in relation to this thesis’s argument. These two plays are How to Put Out a Fire (2016)
by Migdalia Cruz and Pensamientos (2018) by Modesto “Flako” Jimenez. I have chosen the 2016
and 2018 festivals because I use the written plays for my textual and character analysis of Cruz and
Jimenez’s works. I attended the 2018 live performance of the 48 Hours in… and have an audio
recording and notes from which I have gathered my analyses as well. Both Cruz and Modesto,
Latinx playwrights themselves, paint an affective portrait of Latinxs from the Bronx using the
source materials provided by Harlem9 and Pregones/PRTT. Throughout the plays, the characters
use cultural symbols—Spanglish words, Latino New York landmarks, hip-hop and salsa songs—
that generate knowing laughter, which I argue represented the collective knowledge of Latinx New
Yorkers in the audience who recognize these cultural symbols. Those cultural symbols document
NYC latinidades—the language, places, and cultures that Latinxs in New York City build
together—through theater performances. Thus, both plays comment on and challenge historical and

“OPEN: 48 Hours in El Bronx” BronxNet, YouTube (website), April 6, 2018,
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contemporary moments in the Bronx, New York City, and U.S. Latinx diasporic history.
In Cruz’s How to Put Out a Fire, three kids talk, play, cry, and observe on and around the
blocks that they live on in the Tremont section of the Bronx as a building goes ablaze. Set in the
present (2016) and “The Past” (1972) 103, this play was inspired by the trailer for the documentary
Decade of Fire released in 2019104. Decade of Fire—created and directed by filmmakers and
activists Vivian Vázquez Irizarry, Gretchen Hildebran and Julia Steele Allen—reverses the
narrative of when buildings in the South Bronx were constantly bursting in flames in the 1970s.
Told through the lens of Irizarry—a first-generation Nuyorican whose parents moved to the South
Bronx for economic opportunities—the documentary resists the popular notion that was
propagandized by the media, New York City, President Jimmy Carter and U.S. federal government
officials in the 1970s. Those propagandized popular notions suggested that the Bronx was burning
down and becoming destroyed by urban decay, not due to government corruption, redlining, and
racism, but because of the irresponsibility of people of color, immigrants, and inner-city youth who
were unable to take care of their own neighborhood. Irizarry challenges and rewrites this story. She
shows that Bronx youth of color actually created strong community coalitions to survive and thrive
through the fires that were imposed on them. Irizarry shifts the blame that popular discourse
pushed by the media and the state had forced on to the people of the Bronx. These people, the
children of immigrants who moved to the Bronx in pursuit of an American dream that they learned
was false, were not the perpetrators of the fires. Actually, Irizarry shows that government policies
and landlords’ practices literally killed Bronx youth as they worked to extract value out of the
landscape and its people.
Migdalia Cruz, “How to Put Out a Fire,” in 48 Hours in... El Bronx: An Anthology of 10-Minute Plays, edited by
Harlem9 and Sandra A. Daley-Sharif, (New York, NY: Harlem9, Inc., 2018), 18.
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The first part of this chapter weaves textual and performance elements from How to Put Out
a Fire, Cruz’s personal and professional history and oeuvre, as well as key historical facts and
scenes from Decade of Fire to show how the play amplifies Latinx stories from “the streets” of the
Bronx, NY. The second part focuses on Modesto “Flako” Jimenez’s Pensamientos 105 from 2018’s
48 Hours in… festival at Pregones/PRTT with Harlem9. For the second iteration of 48 Hours
in…in collaboration with Pregones/PRTT, Harlem9 notes that their team alongside Jorge B.
Merced, decided to take a different approach to collecting source materials for the 2018 festival.
Instead of using myriad documents and videos that reflected Bronx literature, poetry, history, and
music (as they had in 2016), the six playwrights chosen for 2018 were each given an historic Bronx
nightclub to inspire the writing of their 10-minute short plays. Some of the nightclubs chosen are
famous, known and remembered outside of the borough for legendary nights of dancing and
memory-making. Some were very exclusive Bronx hangouts, places that I have not surfaced
through my countless Google searches. They appear to have been real places, but perhaps places
that were makeshift or in existence before Google maps, evading documentation. The club chosen
for Jimenez’s Pensamientos, called “La Sirenita,” closed down recently and was popular for its
Mexican food, music, and Latin dance floor. 106
The fact that “La Sirenita” Mexican nightclub and G.T.’s LGBTQ nightclub become one
through Jimenez’s play lends to my argument that these multiethnic latinidades converge and
create panethnic NYC Latinx memories, identities, and cultural symbols together. In the 1990s,
2768 Webster Avenue (La Sirenita’s former address) was home to G.T.’s, a popular Latinx
LGBTQ club. In Pensamientos, Jimenez blends contemporary references to La Sirenita (through
105Modesto
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Mexican American music) with historical allusions to the now gone G.T.’s (with queer characters)
in this short play. Jimenez also adds to the mix panethnic Latinx musical, slang, sexuality and
current events references through the play’s content and characterization. The actors in
Pensamientos inform the audience of their Puerto Rican roots by worrying, arguing, and
anguishing over their families in Puerto Rico during Hurricane Maria, the devastating category 5
natural disaster that hit the island in September 2017. Latinx NYC references meet universally
relatable reflections as two of the characters onstage argue over coming out as a lesbian couple to
their families. In Pensamientos, poet, educator, and playwright, Jimenez mines the Bronx’s archive
and present-day streets in order to stage both real and imagined stories of life in the Bronx as a
diasporic Latinx New Yorker in the 21st century. By showing us lesbian characters, on their way to
La Sirenita while coping with trauma post-Hurricane Maria, Jimenez skillfully weaves in the clubs’
histories and the characters’ identities in this ten-minute performance.
Thus, as I delve into the storylines, characters, Latinx references, and NYC history written
into the soul of these two 48 Hours in… plays, this chapter will demonstrate how Pregones/PRTT
represent diverse Latinxs on their merged stages, which demonstrates their attempts to show
audiences both from the Bronx and elsewhere that Latinxs belong to this city through the many
Latinx artifacts they have built into the physical and imagined architecture of New York City’s
culture and urban grid. My emphases on “the streets” for this chapter is an emphasis on how real
places—places we can find on Bronx maps—and imagined places—memories that Bronx people
hold individually and collectively—come to life and are shared through performance on the
Pregones/PRTT stage. Therefore “the streets,” at Pregones/PRTT—meaning the community
outside of the theater’s doors—come inside and onto the stage, as well as into the audience. Thus,
the performances become a medium—a pathway—for quotidian Bronx stories to be celebrated,
documented, and released from unfair and incorrect histories that demean them. In a sense, this
50

makes Pregones/PRTT a theater without walls, meaning one that is as a living and breathing part of
the community, making deeply rooted and authentic connections with the Bronx through
performances which reflect the lives of Bronx Latinxs.

How to Put Out a Fire at 48 Hours in… El Bronx (2016)
In October 1977, the Yankees and the Dodgers played a World Series game at the Yankees
home stadium in the Bronx, NY. During that game, the nation’s (and the entire world’s, for that
matter) mythologized perception of the Bronx as a massive junkyard of urban decay, infested with
crime and poverty at the fault of irresponsible immigrants and people of color was confirmed. The
camera somehow got distracted from the 2-0 game and shifted its focus to the image of a public
school caught on fire behind the stadium. As the flames rose, sports broadcaster Howard Cosell
famously exclaimed on national television, “ladies and gentlemen, the Bronx is burning.” Though,
since that game in 1977, news reports have noted claims that Cosell may not have ever actually
said these words107, the phrase has certainly become ubiquitous. That infamous moment, while
showing the world the Bronx they thought they knew, also made evident the stark dichotomy
between the worlds of those who could afford to be inside of the stadium versus the Bronx
community members living outside of it, surrounded by flames.
Decade of Fire, a documentary that premiered 43 years after the 1977 game, features a clip
of that 1977 game with the recording of Cosell commenting on the blaze. That documentary, which
tells the true story about how the Bronx started burning through the eyes of Bronx-born-and-bred
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Vivian Vázquez Irizarry, is what inspired Migdalia Cruz’s play How to Put out a Fire (2016).
Written, rehearsed, and performed in just 48 hours, hence the title of the festival, Cruz’s play is set
in 2016, when it was performed at 48 Hours in…, and in 1972, during the time of the fires in the
Bronx.

Figure 2: Google Maps screenshot of 1827 Washington Avenue, Bronx, NY 10457.

The play has three protagonists who are Mandy (Amanda), Gaby (Gabriella), Ceecee
(Cedric) and one offstage voice, Ceecee’s mother. The play is set in Tremont, a neighborhood in
the West Bronx, which Cruz notes is a space that is both “real and imagined” 108 in the play. Cruz
specifies an address where the play is “maybe” 109 set— “Maybe in front of a building which was
1827 Washington Avenue.”110 Cruz’s addition of “maybe” might allude to the fact this building,
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which appears to be some sort of industrial work place, burned down nearly 50 years ago in the
fires that Mandy, Gaby and Ceecee transport us back to in this play.
The play’s opening scene shows stage lights shining down on Mandy, Gaby and Ceecee
who are accompanied by two recordings heard over the stage’s speakers. What we hear alongside
Mandy, Gaby and Ceecee is José Feliciano’s version of “Light My Fire” (1968) and Howard
Cosell’s line, “There it is, ladies and gentlemen, the Bronx is Burning.” 111 These recordings do two
things: they situate us in the historical moment, the “past,” that Cruz attempts to evoke in the play
and also bring us into the imagination of these kids whom, presumably, at least one identifies as
Puerto Rican, just like Feliciano.112 The 1970s era South Bronx was home to a large majority of
Puerto Rican and African American migrants, their children, and other Black and Latino
immigrants from Latin America and the Caribbean. 113 The recordings also, like Cosell’s ubiquitous
phrase, suggest to the audience the stark difference between the music these Bronx kids might have
enjoyed listening to versus Cosell’s crude observation of the fires that were attempting to destroy
their community.
Following Feliciano and Cosell’s sonic presence on stage, Gabrielle asks her friends and the
audience, “Why does this shit always happen when it’s cold outside?” 114 The actors’ expressions
and a time-warp sound indicate that the friends have been transported elsewhere. Amanda,
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Gabrielle and Cedric call out in unison, “—Gregoria Cruz Miranda, my mother—” after which the
stage direction indicates, “Lights change to The Past. It is 1972. MANDY, GABY & CEECEE watch
a building burn. The Fire is in the audience. It is cold. It is night. It is fucked up.”115 The friends
have gone back in time from the Bronx in 2016 to the Bronx of the 1970s, which takes on a more
somber mood. We see Mandy, Ceecee and Gaby observe a building nearby their homes go up in
fire. Their ambivalent expressions show us that they are accustomed to seeing buildings go up in
flames. Ceecee comments on the nearby flames:
CEECEE:
That’s fucked up! Those motherfuckers just fucking lit his ass on fire.
MANDY:
Yup.
CEECEE:
You see how it caught up so fast and shit. Musta used his own alcohol to start.
MANDY:
You stupid, Ceecee.
GABY:
I heard that too—like that he was like (Acting it out) drunky and passed out and they come in and
poured his liquor all over him and then (mimes striking a match) poof.
OFFSTAGE VOICE:
CEECEE! Where the fuck you are? I’m gonna kill you, if you got burnt up in there, you stupid
motherfucker!
CEECEE:
Ma, I’m right here. Shut up!
MANDY:
Your mom is a bitch.
CEECEE:
I know.
GABY:
I think she’s nice.
MANDY:
You think everybody is nice. You even think that stupid Savage Skull, Harold is nice. And he just
want to make you his Baby Skull.
To carry his guns and shit. So he don’t get caught by the cops.
GABY:
He’s not banging anymore. He tole me so. He’s gonna quit—just for me.
CEECEE:
Who you think set that fire, fool?
GABY:
It wasn’t him.
CEECEE:
How you know that? It could have been. They always making fun of that poor man, I mean—oh,
115
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shit the firemens are carrying his damn body out of there!
MANDY:
He’s crispy alright.116

While Mandy and Ceecee make fun of Gaby for her interest in a neighbor whom they suggest is a
member of the storied Bronx gang the Savage Skulls,117 they also make a broader historical note of
what was going on during the Bronx fires of the 1970s. In Decade of Fire, the film whose trailer
Cruz was given by Merced and the Harlem9 team to inspire this play, Irizarry notes that there was a
system put in place by corrupt landlords in the Bronx. Those landlords were supported by New
York City and federal government’s racist treatment of Bronx residents and housing post-1950s
white flight in the borough.
The landlords would pay young people from the South Bronx neighborhoods to torch
buildings so that they (the landlords) could collect massive amounts of fire insurance money. The
New York Police Department would then file reports, which Irizarry combed through in the
documentary while on a visit to a South Bronx Fire Department. During that visit, Irizarry realized
that many of the police reports from the 1970s documented teens telling police someone paid them
to torch buildings. However, these accounts went unaddressed. Instead of pursuing proper
investigations into the teens' claims, police blamed the fires on the Black and Latino youth in the
neighborhood.
In their 1998 book, A Plague on Your Houses: How New York was Burned Down and
National Public Health Crumbled, urban epidemiologists Deborah Wallace and Rodrick Wallace
trace this will of the city to blame the young Black and Latino Bronx youth for the fires to Daniel
Patrick Moynihan. They locate the ash from all of those years of fires on his hands by writing that
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Moynihan, who served as an advisor to President Richard Nixon in 1970, prescribed a “stance of
benign neglect”118 to be taken in regard to the Bronx fires. With unreliable information on fire
alarms in New York City buildings, Moynihan concluded that the bulk of these fires were arson,
thus “Moynihan's misrepresentation labeled the poor people of New York as lawless, pathological,
and irredeemably locked into an antisocial behavior pattern.” 119 Young people like Mandy, Ceecee,
and Gaby watched the buildings going on fire all around them and believed this lie, blaming
themselves and their “lawless” neighbors, peers and fellow community members for the destruction
of their homes. The fires had irreparable consequences—some of which included death and others
of which included the long-lasting trauma of seeing friends and neighbors perish and being made to
feel as if their lives were worthless. Cruz’s play delves more into this in two major moments that
round out the plot of How to Put Out a Fire and, ultimately, put the power back into the hands of
the Black and Latino people who belong to those Bronx streets.
Upon seeing the building caught aflame, the three kids continue to wonder why so many
buildings are catching fire around them. Gaby wonders out loud, asking if “God is watching.”
Mandy responds by saying, “I think God sleeps when He passes over the Bronx.” 120 The friends
continue to wonder who may or may not be the culprit of the flames and a sense of worry washes
over as they ponder the neglect that they have taken heed to. Eventually, as they stand talking right
outside of the same building where the ambulance, but still no fire trucks, have arrived, the group
notices that they recognize someone being carried out of the building on a stretcher. That
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somebody is Ceecee’s younger sister. Ceecee runs away and Mandy and Gaby wonder how they
might try to console Ceecee after their discovery. Eventually Ceecee exits for good and we are left
with Mandy and Gaby still wondering about the fires and their burnt neighbors.
Mandy suggests that putting hot water on a fire puts it out faster, which Gaby doubts.
Mandy rationalizes her suggestion, explaining that once you have felt the pain of being burnt
before, it becomes easier to forget the pain next time. As Gaby remains puzzled by Mandy’s
assertion, they make their way to Gaby’s house, where Mandy asks to sleep over at Gaby’s house:
GABY
(Pause)
I think I know what you mean…
MANDY
What?
GABY
It’s like us, here in the Bronx. Like things keep burning and we keep walking closer into the flames.
MANDY
Yeah….
(Pause)
MANDY
I hardly feel the heat anymore and now that it’s so cold, it’s beginning to feel good on my skin. Like
that glow is like all of us, glowing together. Even if some of us die. We are all still here in the
fire.121

Here Mandy finds a reason to celebrate the resilience of their community. Through the analogy and
symbol of the fire that burns less and less the more times you get burned, Mandy conveys the
resistance and innovation of Bronx Black and Latinx youth who, in the midst of these 1970s fires,
invented a slew of underground cultural spaces. Breakdancing, hip-hop, salsa, LGBTQ balls…
these are all artifacts of diverse late 20th century NYC latinidades in the Bronx. Migdalia Cruz’s
play, and thus the 2016 premiere of 48 Hours in… El Bronx in its entirety, lays claim to the same
latinidades built on the streets of the Bronx. 48 Hours in… builds a living New York City Latinx
archive through plays like How to Put Out a Fire, which is necessary in an increasingly expensive
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city that continues to push out the New Yorkers that created the innovative cultural landscape that
the city is lauded for today. In 2018, Harlem9 and Pregones/PRTT came back together for the
second iteration of 48 Hours in… The second iteration similarly resists the gentrification of New
York City’s Latinx enclaves by remembering the spaces where Latinxs have come to celebrate
each other and their collective New York City culture—nightclubs.

Pensamientos at 48 Hours in…El Bronx (2018)
On April 8th and 9th in 2018, Pregones/PRTT premiered the second iteration of 48 Hours
in… in collaboration with Harlem9. For the 2018 iteration, the festival grew out of a “new
approach… [which included] a variety of source material… [that] took us through a tour of some
of the most memorable dance clubs in Bronx history, from the New York City borough known as
the borough of music.”122 The six plays were set in various nightclubs in the Bronx: each
playwright chose one club and a decade that embodies a particular cultural and musical moment in
the borough. The Bronx’s significance as a global landmark for music—namely, hip-hop—is
acknowledged worldwide and by a plethora of scholars who engage with Latino Studies, Music
Studies, New York Studies, and the study of Hip Hop.
In the 1970s, African American, Caribbean, and Latinx youth from the Bronx convened on
the sidewalks, in hallways, on rooftops and in basements inside of the Bronx’s many tenement
buildings and housing projects to create culture together. They tagged subway cars, scratched vinyl
records, hosted breakdance battles on city sidewalks. At a moment when the New York City’s
government and elites failed to care about the burning Bronx, there were cultural combustions
occurring among young Black and Latinx youth. In the Bronx, these young people were creating
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“something from nothing,” as the popular phrase goes. The “nothing” alludes to the fires we saw
above in Cruz’s play about the 1970s. Bronx-born-and-bred artist Shellyne Rodriguez further
expands this notion by describing the creative “reinvention” produced by kids like Mandy, Ceecee
and Gaby who witnessed or heard about the fires. Rodriguez notes,
In the midst of this wave of plagues, young people in the Bronx formed a new culture, a radical
avant-garde art movement that would shape culture globally: hip-hop. The South Bronx continues to
be a beacon of art and culture. Young people there reinvent language, fashion, music, and dance at
lightning speed. By the time this genius is “discovered” by some corporate exec, it is already stale,
and these young people have moved on to new iterations of joy and survival expressed through this
cultural practice.123

The 2018 48 Hours in… play that is the focus of this section, Pensamientos, is set in 2018
and instead of fires and hip hop, there are references to interlatino 124 cultural symbols that bring
multi-ethnic Latinxs together through music and dance inside and outside of nightclubs.

Figure 3: Advertisement for 48 Hours… in El Bronx (2018) at Puerto Rican Traveling Theater on
47th Street. Credit: Hector Luis Rivera125
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Through documenting fragmented moments and memories shared by Latinxs in their
neighborhoods and inside of iconic Bronx nightclubs, Harlem9 and Pregones/PRTT to show how
Latinxs in the Bronx have constructed spaces of belonging that they lay claim to and create
collective memories within. The characters—mostly multi-ethnic Latinxs and African American
Bronx residents—share relationships to music, social spaces, and community gathering in the late
20th century through early 2000s Bronx world.
In 48 Hours in… 2018, Harlem9 and Pregones/PRTT took audiences back in time, through
past decades of music that not only came to define the Bronx, but also brought the Bronx’s
immigrant communities of color, and their children, together through sonic resistance to the
political corruption, urban displacement, willful neglect, and overall marginalization that Black and
Latinx community members continue to experience. That music, and the moments of gathering
around these various Latinx musical genres (including hip-hop and salsa) became a form of
community resistance against the national view of the Bronx as a deteriorating slum.
Through “convivencias diarias,”126 diverse Latinxs share cultural symbols and materials
with one another in 48 Hours in… El Bronx. Milagros Ricourt’s and Ruby Danta’s notion of
“convivencias diaria”127 explains that shared daily life interactions, “informal informational
networks,”128 between multi-ethnic Latinxs build solidarity. Ricourt and Danta document these
shared everyday life experiences among Latina immigrants in Jackson Heights, Queens, in their
book, Hispanas de Queens: Latino Panethnicity in a New York City Neighborhood.129 In that book,
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they note how through these panethnic Latino connections made between the Latina women in
Queens—through picking their children up from school together, meeting in the laundromat, and
walking to the train together—these women build formal and informal alliances thus, they also
build a panethnic home in New York City together. The performance of a multi-ethnic latinidad at
48 Hours in… 2018 merges Ricourt and Danta’s convivencias with Stuart Hall’s notion of identity
as “production” —a non-linear and constantly changing process, never complete and “always
constituted within representation.”130 That process of developing a culture that will continue to
develop mimics the role of performances in Pensamientos, and in 48 Hours in… 2018. Those
performances are suitable mediums for conveying cultural bonds and expressions that continue to
change in New York City as the Latinx community becomes more multiethnic.
Harlem9 and PRTT/Pregones remind us that hip-hop was not created in a vacuum. From the
innovation of jazz, disco, and funk music that came decades earlier, came the bold sounds of DJs
scratching to create sounds to which break dancers moved. The night clubs that inspired each of the
plays in the 2018 version of 48 Hours in… are: Club 845; Tritons; Disco Fever; The Savoy Manor;
G.T.’s; and La Sirenita.131 The oldest of them originated in the 1990s. Each of the six plays in the
2018 festival takes as its point of departure how the Bronx relates to diverse Latinxs as “home.”
Home is not just where these characters cook and sleep—home is also defined by the places and
spaces where NYC Latinxs feel comfortable expressing their culture and being in community with
people they relate to.
Some of the characters in 48 Hours in… 2018 are immigrants and all of the characters are either
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Latinx or African American, which mirrors Pregones/PRTT and Harlem9’s target communities and
audiences. By framing the show’s setting around nightclubs, each playwright offers us various
intimate reflections on memories of what the Bronx used to be. By used to be, I mean that each of
the plays makes a comment on the doom of gentrification and inevitable accompaniment of
gentrification that has removed the nightclubs. Harlem 9 argues that nightclubs are safe havens and
spaces for joy, and thus are places within the Bronx’s landscape where Latinxs can claim the Bronx
as their diasporic home. In the introduction to the anthology for 48 Hours in… 2016 and 2018,
Harlem 9 explains their rationale for choosing nightclubs as the settings for these plays as:
Our source material for the second year of 48 Hours in… El Bronx took us through a tour of some of
the most memorable dance clubs in Bronx history, from the New York City borough known as the
borough of music. Clubs have historically been sanctuaries for communities under siege. They’ve
been havens to meet and gather, places of joy and pain, landmarks for navigating through new
lands, sources of lifelong memories. From jazz to salsa, merengue to hip-hop, disco to house, it is
music and dance that bring people together, often across identities and languages.132

The framing of these nightclubs as sanctuaries provides the perspective of a Latinx Bronx
community resisting displacement. Shellyne Rodriguez, in the same 2019 article quoted earlier in
this chapter, explains how the Bronx has been “branded” 133 and explains how through embodied
practices—such as art making and dancing in nightclubs— Bronx youth commit the act of taking
back the Bronx that Latinx and African American communities revitalized on their own after the
deterioration of the fires.
Instead of showing the Bronx in mainstream ways, Pensamientos and How to Put Out a Fire
take the audience through Latinx Bronx time and space framed by the influence of Bronx stories
defined by Bronx people. Through the nightclub, the plays in 48 Hours… 2018 offer real and
imagined spaces created by Bronx Latinxs on the streets, and off, where music, memories, dance,
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and cultural pride amplify the people performed in each of the six plays. Each play is shaped by
how the characters come together in creative, innovative, and expressive ways through memory in
nightclubs, but also through feelings of loss caused by clubs that are long gone to history and
gentrification. Each document used to inspire the short plays represents an authentic lived
experiences, collective moment, and/or artistic interpretation of the Bronx through the actual or
fictional accounts of diverse Bronx community members, primarily Latinxs and African
Americans, creating spaces of creativity, joy, and resistance together through the physical, or
memory of, the nightclub space.
Modesto “Flako Jimenez’s Pensamientos opens with a young woman, Alejandra, putting on
makeup while dancing to “Baila Esta Cumbia” by Selena Quintanilla. As she dances around as if
no one watches her, her partner, Nicole, enters apparently bothered about their plans to go out to
the club that Alejandra (Alé) works at. They argue in Spanglish, complaining about the borrachos
that flirt with Alé when she works nights at La Sirenita, the nightclub that used to be G.T.’s. Nicole
pushes Alé to talk about her worries regarding her family, who she has not spoken to since
Hurricane Maria recently hit Puerto Rico, where her family lives. Nicole also pushes Alé to come
out about their relationship to her brother, Gabriel. Alé remains hesitant to both of Nicole’s
suggestions. Gabriel soon joins them on stage, bringing with him a bottle of Brugal, a popular
Dominican rum. He shouts popular Dominican vernacular phrases through their apartment’s front
door like, “HOY SE BEBE!” The Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, Mexico, and Tejas (Mexican
Texas) are performed as a part of a contemporary Bronx narrative in Pensamientos. Through these
references, “social knowledge” as per Diana Taylor, the characters reveal the living reality of
shared identities among multi-ethnic Bronx Latinxs through the embodied cultural knowing they
perform.
As Alé, Nicole, and Gabriel perform transnational Latinx characters whose identities are
63

produced in the Bronx and influenced by multi-ethnic Latinx music, vernacular, and memories of
home, they perform pan-Latinx New York stories. “Convivencias diarias” are invoked by their
collaboratively created culture generated by the shared experiences that are revealed by their
Mexican American music, Dominican slang, and Puerto Rico current events references. Thus,
through Pensamientos, Sandra A. Daley-Sharid, Harlem9 producer said of 48 Hours in… 2018 in
an interview with Bronx Net, “Mexico, P.R. (Puerto Rico), and D.R. (the Dominican Republic) are
represented through these diverse Bronx club spaces.”134 In a city with over two million Latinxs,
almost twenty-nine percent of New York City’s population, the performance of these identities
develops a living narrative of U.S. Latinxs thriving in the city. Pregones/PRTT facilitates a shared
sense of belonging, of home making, by staging these multi-ethnic NYC latinidades.
NYC latinidades staged on the Bronx “streets,” or the everyday experiences shaped by
them, now staged in the 2016 and 2018 iterations of Pregones/PRTT, may be understood as what
Frances Aparicio calls “(post)colonial subjectivities.”135 Aparicio’s analysis in her 2003 essay uses
Jennifer Lopez’s performance as the late Tejana singer Selena Quintanilla in Selena (1997)136 to
argue that the similarities that U.S. Latinos have developed among one another as “historical
minorities and racialized subjects” constitute places from which scholars and media critics can
understand where “Latinos from different national groups identify and disidentify with each
other.”137 Aparicio’s assertion that these “interlatino” similarities—where Latinos of various
national identities unify around certain cultural symbols—such as musicians in the case of Mexican
American Selena and Nuyorican J.L.O., represent “forms of resistance” to the homogenization,
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resistance that multiethnic Latinos create together. This framework suits the themes present
in Pensamientos in that NYC Latinxs relate to each other through experiences they define on their
own terms. These are experiences of fear—caused by a national disaster in a diasporic context—
and joy evoked by the music and fun they share inside and outside of the nightclub.
Though Alejandra, Nicole, and Gabriel all identify as Puerto Rican, their use of interlatino
symbols in a moment where they are grieving and struggling with whether or not to be open about
their queer identity represents some of the ways that sites of latinidad, specifically NYC latinidad
in this case, are formed. These characters lean on interlatino symbols for fun, comfort, and ways of
expressing themselves. In this way, this play forms a moment of resistance against the “branding”
powers that are currently working to demolish historic sites and family homes in the Bronx in favor
of multimillion dollar residential and commercial spaces. 138
Alé, Gabriel, and Nicole’s (post)colonial subjectivities are produced through ongoing
convivencias diarias in New York City’s predominantly Latinx neighborhoods, such as the South
Bronx, where the 48 hours in… 2018 plays are set. Instead of clashing distinctions, the NYC Latinx
characters in Pensamientos come together in a recreational, uneasy, and reflective moment using
their interlatino symbols to communicate and be together. These interlatino communication
symbols include the Dominican slang (“HOY SE BEBE”), the accompanying liquor (Brugal, a
Dominican rum), Tejana music (Selena’s “Baila Esta Cumbia”) paired alongside the Boricua
Spanglish that Nicole, Alé, and Gabriel use to express themselves and become vulnerable with
each other.
In this play, Merced and the Harlem9 producers offer the characters and the audience a
moment of catharsis. The characters perform on a platform that evokes feelings of belonging and a
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unified identity that is in the process of creation. The authenticity that Harlem9 notes in these plays
is attributed to that fact that these stories are not just fantasy—all of them include elements of the
lived realities of NYC Latinxs. Pregones/PRTT’s performances, then, are sites by which to
understand and create solidarities among multiethnic Latinx identities and cultures. The space
created by reviving the memories of these clubs invites the stories of NYC Latinxs into the theater
home. The play celebrates and documents a marginalized history of Latinx spaces of sanctuary in
the U.S. These spaces are clubs, parks, homes, and other community spaces that have been
marginalized like the communities that create and occupy them. Through performing these spaces,
Pregones/PRTT, Harlem9, and the entire 48 Hours in… El Bronx cast assert that the history, life,
and futures of NYC latinidades should not be on the sidelines of theater or history. Instead, they
assert that these NYC latinidades are worth remembering, preserving, and sharing through theater.
In closing, I will focus briefly on the creator of Pensamientos, Modesto “Flako” Jimenez, a
Dominican-born and Bushwick, Brooklyn-bred actor, writer, and arts educator. In his work,
Jimenez incorporates references to how tightly his neighborhood and island’s roots are woven into
his art and everyday life. In an interview of Jimenez on the BrooklynPoets.org, where he is a board
member, the interviewer asks Jimenez: “Why Brooklyn?” referencing the chosen place of emphasis
in his poems and theater works. He replies: “Because I got ripped from the plantain tree too early
and shipped to the Americas to ripen.”139 Jimenez makes a striking point here that is related to the
importance of “the streets” in Pregones/PRTT’s commitment to creating a sense of home in
diaspora for NYC Latinx communities. Jimenez’s point makes clear how the Dominican Republic
(represented by the plantain; where Jimenez was born) and Bushwick, Brooklyn (where Jimenez
has “ripened”) are physical landscapes, abound with imaginary symbols, that are literally inscribed

“Modesto ‘Flako’ Jimenez,” Brooklyn Poets (website), December 16, 2013,
https://brooklynpoets.org/poet/modesto-flako-jimenez/.
139

66

in his body. His body, his identity and self, are and will always be shaped by the places he calls
home. There lies the importance of Merced’s frequent assertion that Pregones/PRTT brings theater
“to and from the streets.” The “streets,” community and community spaces, are where the New
York City Latinx stories live, breathe, and ripen!

Mapping the Bronx through Latinidades
A 2001 New York Times article140 covered the criticism against El Museo del Barrio for
including artists from all around Latin America and the Caribbean in their exhibits. El Barrio’s
Latinx community had diversified with Mexican immigrants who have been moving into the
neighborhood since the early 2000s. According to a report released in 2013 by the Latino Data
Project of the City University of New York, “the number of Mexicans living in the city and its
surrounding counties increased from 96,662 in 1990 to 607,503 in 2010.” The same report notes
that Mexicans are poised to become the city’s largest Latino group by the early 2020s.” 141
Similarly, Dominican communities have grown in twenty-first century New York City. Puerto
Ricans, Dominicans, and Mexicans are often referred to as “The Big Three” in demographic
reports of Latinxs in New York City. These “Big Three” now comprise close to 70% of New York
City’s Latinx population.
In 2014 when Pregones and the PRTT merged, they intended to not, “just merge identities
of the theatres but rather respect and honor what each stands for.”142 I see this respect for each
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other’s creative agency reflected in the respect that Pregones/PRTT pays to producing plays that
merge diverse New York City experiences on their stages. 48 Hours in… El Bronx 2016 and 2018
showcases nuanced portraits of New Yorkers throughout history, as well as in their contemporary
lives. The identities of the producers, actors, characters, and audiences in 48 Hours in… are
important to Pregones/PRTT thus, influence the content of the plays.

In this chapter, I have shown how 48 Hours… in El Bronx has created theater works in
collaboration with Pregones/PRTT by taking two different kinds of Bronx archives: poetry,
literature and film in 2016 and a compilation of memorialized Bronx nightclubs in 2018. Both sets
of source materials represent moments that live in the hearts and minds of Latinxs in the Bronx.
Through these archives, the ongoing festival series 48 Hours in… El Bronx “make alive”143 the
moments of togetherness shared between multi-ethnic NYC Latinxs and their communities in the
Bronx through theater arts. The intentionality of including actors, many of whom identify as NYC
and U.S. Latinxs, to perform multiethnic latinidad in nuanced and affective ways evokes knowing
laughter from the audiences that watch, recognize, and feel seen because many of them, too, are
living NYC latinidades. They might have gone to those clubs, walked the same sidewalks, and/or
ridden the train together.

The documentation of multi-ethnic Latinx lived realities at Pregones/PRTT challenges and
expands current hegemonic understandings of American citizenship and U.S. latinidad. Both
hegemonic understandings of American-ness and latinidad are rooted in racist and classist notions
of identity and culture within which whiteness and elitism dominate. Upon merging,
Pregones/PRTT have continued to expand their vision to include a broader representation of
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diverse multi-ethnic Latinx New Yorkers in the 21st century. Pregones/PRTT embeds themselves
into the narrative of U.S. and New York City news and history by documenting Latinx realities at
Pregones/PRTT.
In 48 Hours in… El Bronx the actors, playwrights, and directors, many of whom are
themselves NYC and U.S. Latinx, stage performances of multiethnic latinidad in nuanced ways
that are authentic and affective. With a mission to “build together,” Pregones/PRTT’s merge has
created a new and dynamic space for multi-ethnic Latinxs to belong in, to connect to one another,
to dream of collective memories and to build alternative futures. Pregones and PRTT work
together, through stage performances and community programming, to build a sense of home in
diaspora for multi-ethnic Latinx New Yorkers. Together, the theaters have expanded their missions
to include, represent, and form strategies for combatting marginalization and stereotypes against a
diverse audience of Latinx New Yorkers who have for many years called NYC home.
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CHAPTER 3: THE STAGE
To me, “Orchard Beach” is also a reminder that hanging out and living in community is and
should be a political act…Writing poetry here is living poetry, and the poem ultimately
encourages artists, intellectuals, and barrio folks alike to do
Something revolutionary
Like enjoy themselves
For a change…
-Urayoán Noel, an excerpt from his September 2016 blog post on the Poetry Foundation
website, “Diasporican Poets Mixtape: Side One.”144
In Lillian Manzor’s essay on “Theater” in Keywords for Latina/o Studies (2017), Manzor
concludes the essay by declaring what the futures of Latina/o theater in the early 21 st century
United States might be. Manzor asserts that the “new” Latina/o theater in the U.S. is “…moving
toward transethnic and transnational sociocultural formations, affects, and artistic sensibilities.
Latina/o theater now is really part and parcel of the new transnational American theater.” 145
Manzor makes the apt observation throughout her essay that Latina/o theater has shifted back and
forth between being U.S. community-focused and international in its inclusion of actors, plays, and
theater people from across Latin America and the Caribbean. Manzor situates theater in a U.S.
Latina/o context by citing the importance of the West Coast Chicano theater movement in the mid1960s as the origins of U.S. Latina/o theater. Except for one mention of Puerto Rican Traveling
Theater’s/ Miriam Colón’s papers at the Centro de Estudios Puertorriqueños archives, Manzor does
not include Pregones/PRTT in her historiography of U.S. Latinx theater.
This chapter pays special attention to the stage as a real and imagined place where the
fantasies and realities of diverse, multi-ethnic, transnational, and multi-racial U.S. Latinxs and
Latina/o immigrants come to life. Here, I situate Pregones/PRTT as a contemporary trailblazer in
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presenting nuanced and diverse portrayals of the U.S. Latinx experience through theater that is
performed on the stages in their brick-and-mortar playhouse, but also in partnership with stages
throughout New York City communities that represent the diverse Latinx stories performed on
Pregones/PRTT stages.
We Have Iré (2019) and Somos Más (2019) are both plays that Pregones/PRTT partnered
with outside playwrights and theater companies to produce and host. Those collaborators are Paul
S. Flores and The People’s Theater Project. In both plays, we see representations of Latinx
characters and narratives that are situated on the far margins of U.S. Latinx theater, studies, and
communities. This chapter will focus on Afro-Latinx and U.S. immigrant Latinx characters and
their narratives to explore how “living in community” on the stage IS indeed “a political act,” to
echo Urayoan Noel in the essay quoted in this chapter’s epigraph. It is a political act for many
reasons, but two stand out in particular. Both plays discussed in this chapter were created using
ensemble theater techniques, otherwise named “devised theater process.” Instead of a script
dictated by the director’s creative production, the stories in each play are shaped by the ideas and
lives of the actors who perform in them. The second reason is that these stages provide a forum for
marginalized Latinx narratives to come together and create community in their emphasis on U.S.
Latinx intellectual and creative production. All of the characters in these plays are theater artists in
their own right and the plays offer a chance for them to tell their stories as Latinx immigrants.
Thus, in We Have Iré and Somos Más, I will show how (contrary to Manzor’s assertion)
Pregones/PRTT still believes that “’a revolution,’”146 can be made possible through “communitybased activism”147 in theater works that amplify the voices of Latinxs who are too often eliminated
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from historical and contemporary reflections on U.S. latinidad. That revolution lies in the act of
being together on the stage and telling their own, and each other’s, stories.

We Have Iré (2019)
No es solamente la historia de nosotros, nosotros los cuatro Cubanos, sino la historia de
cuatros Cubanos transmitiendo la historia de diez millones de Cubanos viviendo en este
país.
-Ramon Ramos Alayo148
On March 9, 2019, Casita María Center for the Arts in the South Bronx hosted a preview of
the “multidisciplinary theater work” We Have Iré.149 The hour-long preview of this play, which
premiered at Yerba Buena Center for the Arts (YBCA), in San Francisco, CA in May 2019, was
presented alongside an art exhibition and community program related to the play. We Have Iré
provides a space for four Afro-Cubans and Cuban-Americans to narrate their experiences as artists,
as immigrants to the U.S. and the challenges, joys, and the balances between iré and osogbo that
they encounter throughout their journeys. Iré means “blessings” and osogbo means “curses”— both
words originated in the Santeria Lucumí religion.
The Afro-Cuban religion Santeria Lucumí is among many Afro-syncretic religions
practiced throughout Cuba, but Lucumí is arguably the most popular and well-known around the
world. It is recognized as quintessentially Afro-Cuban and has origins in the forced removal and
enslavement of West Africans through the Atlantic Slave Trade. These enslaved Africans managed

English translation: “It is not just our history, us, the four Cubans, but the history of four Cubans transmitting the
history of ten million Cubans living in this country [the United States].”: “Ramon We Have Iré Promo,” video by Paul
S. Flores with Ramón Ramos Alayo, Vimeo (website), October 19, 2018, https://vimeo.com/296099193.
149 The background and content information from the play We Have Iré that is explored in this thesis was gathered
from the preview performance of an excerpt of the play at Casita María Center for the Arts in March 2019. The fulllength stage production of the play began traveling in May 2019 at The Yerba Buena Arts Center in San Francisco,
CA. The full-length play will be staged at each of its co-commissioners’ playhouses. In January 2019, We Have Iré will
premiere at Pregones Theater in the Bronx, NY. For research purposes, and to meet the deadline for this thesis project,
only the play’s preview, program, videos posted by Paul S. Flores on his professional Vimeo account, and videos from
live performances in 2019 were used for this paper. Therefore, the content described here may be altered slightly in the
play’s full-length version, as it tours in 2020.
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to make a home in Cuba, survive the violence of slavery, and form a new collective culture by
communicating with each other secretly through Santeria Lukumí. They built a culture in the “New
World,” one that Afro-Cubans on the island and in the diaspora have been practicing for over two
centuries and maintain enduring connections to. This religion combines symbolism, rituals, and
beliefs from Yoruba faith and Catholicism, which Spanish colonizers forced enslaved people to
convert to upon arriving in the Americas.
Paul S. Flores who is the creator of We Have Iré, showcases Black Latinx immigrant stories
through We Have Iré. A “Celebration and Artist Talk” was hosted at Casita Maria on December 13,
2019, when the We Have Iré art exhibition opened at the Center. BronxNet, an independent, nonprofit, news media studio that produces programming and media coverage “by, for, and about the
Bronx” covered the opening on December 13th and interviewed both Flores and We Have Iré’s coproducer, filmmaker Eli Jacobs-Fantauzzi.150 Flores describes his time in Cuba gathering research
for the play with Fantauzzi. Flores identifies as Cuban-American and first connected with Cuba
through baseball and his grandmother. His connection to the island through We Have Iré revealed
another significant element of Cuban culture and national identity to him: the country’s African
roots (Flores is not Afro- Cuban). Flores says, “everything in Cuba is influenced by Africa.” This
statement affirms Afro-Cubans’ integral role in the making and preservation of Cuban culture, both
on the island and within its diaspora. We Have Iré is a play that provides a forum for stories of four
artists who are a part of, and pay respect to, neglected, underexplored and marginalized Black
Latinx immigrant stories.
In the Summer of 2017, both Flores and his collaborator, videographer Eli Jacobs Fantauzzi, met
and interviewed Afro-Cubans throughout Cuba, from its northern to southern tips. Most of the four

“Celebration & Artist Talk We Have Ire Afro Cuban in the US,” Watch on Bronx Net (website), December 21,
2018, https://bronxnet.org/watch/videos/6353/?topicId=17.
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artists come from provinces such as Camagüey and Santiago de Cuba, where the island’s Black
populations have historically been concentrated. Many of We Have Iré’s actors moved back and forth
between el campo (the countryside) to the big city, Havana. Crucial to We Have Iré’s mission, or
Flores’s goals in producing the play, is amplifying representation of Afro-Latin American immigrants in
the U.S and Afro-Latinx cultural production in the U.S. The marginalization of Black Latin American
immigrants and Afro-Latinxs in the U.S. has been long standing, and often Black Latin American
immigrants have either had to choose whether to reside in Latino or African American neighborhoods,
often choosing the latter because of pervasive racism among non-Black and white Latin American
immigrants.151
The presence, history, and notable accomplishments of Afro-Latin American immigrants have
been written about by scholars and in popular culture, such as in Miriam Jimenez Roman and Juan
Flores’s seminal work The Afro Latin@ Reader: History and Culture in the United States. Flores and
Jimenez Roman state in the anthology’s introduction that although Afro-Latin@ (a gender inclusive
iteration of the term Afro- Latin America) presence in the U.S. predates the “founding” of the country by
European colonizers, there is has continued to be a lack of recognition of this group in the public sphere.
They maintain that:
The emerging acknowledgement of the distinctiveness of Black Latin@s within the multiracial
Latin@ aggregate has not been matched by their visible presence in public and media representations
of that experience. On the contrary, as is evident in the readings comprising part VII, Afro-Latin@s
have faced virtually total invisibility and erasure as a possible component of either the Latin@s or
the. Black population: as far as the mainstream media are concerned, Latin@s are not black, and
blacks are not Latin@. And on the rare occasion when Afro-Latin@s do find their way into media or
other public forms of representation…the distortions, misunderstandings, and negative stereotypes
have been rampant.152

For more context about the life and contributions of Arturo Alfonso Schomburg through the lens of legacy of AfroLatino legacy, see: Vanessa Kimberly Valdés, Diasporic Blackness: The Life and Times of Arturo Alfonso Schomburg,
(Albany: SUNY Press, 2017).
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As Jimenez-Roman and Flores both demonstrate and debunk through their anthology, Black U.S.
Latinxs, Black Latin American immigrants, and their experiences are not monolithic. Latin American
immigrants are both black and “Latin@,” and in We Have Iré we see embodiments of what JimenezRoman and Flores term as “triple-consciousness,”153 building on W.E.B. DuBois’s theory from The
Souls of Black Folk (1903). Flores and Jimenez Roman describe “triple consciousness” as a condition
that results from the treatments Afro-Latinxs face in their multiple identities:
…in studying the historical and contemporary experience of the United States Afro-Latin@, one ever
feels his three-ness, --a Latin@, a Negro, an American; three souls, three thoughts, three unreconciled
strivings; three waring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn
asunder.154

Each of the four artists/performers/characters in We Have Iré showcase their Cuban, Black, and
American selves on stage. However, the play takes these identities even further by centering each
person’s artistic practice as an important part of their identity, immigration story, and lived
experience in Cuba and the U.S. Their performances invite other Afro-Cubans, Cubans, U.S. Latinxs,
and Black Americans, who are artists and ordinary people, to create and present their own narratives.
In the playbill for We Have Iré’s premiere at Yerba Buena Center for the Arts in San
Francisco, Paul Flores noted the absence of Black Latinx stories from the growing Latinx theater
movement in the U.S. He wrote:

Latinx theater is growing in the United States. However, Black Latinx experiences are still not
represented equally on stage. It’s true there are not many Afro-Latinx actors and playwrights living
in the Bay Area, and even fewer who act, sing, and dance. So, I invited dancer Ramón Ramos to tell
his own story. He has never acted before. Now his premiere performance will be acting out his own
life on stage.155
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There are two significant intentions to note here. The first is that Flores has identified an absence in
the current Latinx theater movement and its history. The lack of Afro-Latinx stories being told on
Latinx bilingual stages across the U.S. signals a major silence in the representation of latinidad in
the U.S. In 2018, an estimated 1.2 million self-identifying Afro-Latinos—both U.S. born and
immigrants—were living in the U.S.156 The second is the power that Flores highlights in Ramón
Ramos, whose words are in the epigraph to this chapter, telling his own story on stage. In line with
the principles of ensemble theater, We Have Iré is a play that recognizes the value in presenting
stories from those who lived them, on stage. Even more powerful is the opportunity for AfroCubans, whose presence and culture in the U.S. is neglected and understudied, to share their stories
on multiple stages across the U.S. in We Have Iré.
Flores’s commitment to telling Afro-Cuban, and more broadly Afro-Latinx stories, was
conceived in part during his research and travel in Cuba, but also, in partnership with Rosalba
Rolón of Pregones/PRTT, who is the director of the play. Pregones and Rolón co-produced the play
and co-commissioned We Have Iré, along with several arts and culture organizations around the
U.S whose missions are Latinx-focused or related. These organizations include: Pregones Theater;
GALA Hispanic Theater; Miami Light Project; MACLA; MECA- Houston; and the National
Performance Network. Flores is also committed to using We Have Iré as a vehicle for his own
cultural discoveries. Through this play he has developed a closer connection to Cuba and a
diasporic community of Cubans and Cuban-Americans—fellow artists—in the U.S.
In We Have Iré, Flores joins the three Afro-Cuban artists/ characters in the play onstage:
they narrate immigrant experiences and U.S.-born diasporic experiences. These artists include

Carmen Phillips, “Why This Census of US Afro-Latinos Is Groundbreaking,” Remezcla, July 17, 2018,
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Christin Eve Cato as “Nené,” Ramón Ramos Alayo as “Monchi,” Paul Flores as himself and
Denmis Bain Savigne as “Jony.” Nené and Jony are partially fictional representations of the two
musical contributors to the play, DJ Leydis and Yosvany Terry. Terry and Leydis form a part of the
production as DJ and musical composer, therefore Cato and Savigne step in to perform Leydis and
Terry’s monologues about their youth in Cuba, inspiration to become artists, and their immigration
to, and careers in, the U.S. This section focuses on DJ Leydis (and Nené) as well as Yosvany Terry
(and Jony)’s narratives in the play, through their individual promotional videos that include clips
from rehearsals of We Have Iré. By focusing on their reasons for immigrating to the U.S. and their
diasporic experiences as Afro-Cuban immigrants, we will see how they, alongside Rolón and
Flores, expand representations of U.S. Latinx culture and life in theater.
The beads that DJ Leydis wears in her promotional video 157 are beads that, through their
various colors, represent various Orishas/saints in the Santeria Lucumí. DJ Leydis, an Afro-Cuban
DJ from Camagüey, Cuba, immigrated to the U.S. in 2006. Leydis is well-known as a musician
across the U.S. but especially in Cuba and on the West Coast where she currently lives and works.
She is recognized as a pioneer in the Cuban hip-hop movement as one of the first female DJs in
Cuba. In the promotional video that Flores filmed of Leydis, while We Have Iré was still being
produced, a family member of Leydis explains that the DJ “…always loved music. She always
played her records.”158 Leydis notes that her early years in hip hop, after moving to Havana from
her hometown of Camagüey at the age of seventeen to study Cuban classical music, was inspired
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by both the pride that hip-hop music gave her in her African roots and the influence of prominent
African American female artists such as Jill Scott, Lauryn Hill, and Queen Latifah. 159
DJ Leydis, whose full name is Leydisvel Freire, plays a dual role in We Have Iré. While
Leydis DJs music for the play’s soundtrack, the native New Yorker, Afro-Latina actress, and
Pregones/PRTT ensemble member Cristine Eve Cato performs in the play as Leydis’s alter ego,
Nené. In the short clip filmed during the performance of We Have Iré in December 2019 at GALA
Theatre in Washington, D.C., Cato performed memories of Leydis’s 29-hour journey immigrating
by boat to the U.S. from Cuba in 2006. 160 In the scene161, Cato performs the doubt and fear that
Leydis felt on that boat. Cato says, “This water won’t leave me in peace and all I can keep thinking
about is surviving. All I can keep thinking about is everything I risked to get here.” 162 On the stage
backdrop is a painted scene of the ocean and dancers dressed in white—the color that Santeria
practitioners traditionally wear during ceremonies, parties, rituals, and while initiating into the
religion. After Cato’s description of the boat ride, a voice projects from the loudspeakers onstage.
That voice prays to the Santeria Orisha of the ocean and motherhood, Yemaya, for survival during
the boat journey.
Leydis’s narrative in We Have Iré, and Cato’s embodied performance of it, use the stage as
a vehicle of cultural and personal memory. By including such symbols as the white clothing on the
dancers, the prayer in Spanish to Yemaya, and Cato’s own Afro-Latinx identity, Leydis, Cato,
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Flores, and Rolón work to invoke Leydis’s immigrant-artist-Afro-Cuban experience through the
stage. When interviewed about her success as a hip-hop artist and her journey from Cuba163, DJ
Leydis has described that her heart and soul are still in Cuba. Through We Have Iré, Leydis’s story,
identity, and memory are amplified through theater performance.
Yosvany Terry, on the other hand, is a Latin Jazz musician with international acclaim. Born
into a family of Afro-Cuban musicians, Terry has grown up with music around him his entire life.
His father, Eliado Terry, affectionately known as “Don Pancho,” was also a famous Cuban Latin
Jazz musician who played in the renowned Afro-Cuban band, Orquestra Maravilla de Florida164. The
Terry family is from Camagüey, Cuba and a significant part of Terry re-telling his story in We Have
Iré is him describing his journey from Camagüey to La Habana and then the U.S. to pursue a career
in jazz. Denmis Bain Savigne plays a fictionalized character that represents Yosvany whose name in
the play is “Jony.” Savigne is also Afro-Cuban and lives in the Bay Area in San Francisco, CA.
Through We Have Iré, Flores has forged community among other Cubans like Savigne in San
Francisco. In the YBCA playbill, Flores writes that he invited these Afro-Cuban artists to act out
their own and each other’s lives onstage. 165 During one of Jony’s monologues, he explains his desires
to “vivir una vida como mi padre, pero a mi manera.”166Savigne’s performance of Terry’s story here
describes Terry’s desires to carry on his father’s musical talents and career, but in his own way. This
meant moving to the U.S. instead of staying in Cuba.

Ellis, “For the Record: After 10 Years, One of Cuba’s First Female DJs Returns Home.”; Baldassari, “DJ Leydis
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In a short clip on Paul Flores’s Vimeo, Terry describes his role in We Have Iré as threepronged. “I think I have three roles. One is as a musician, as a composer. The second one is as, you
know, is telling my story. And then, the third one, is being part of the creative team, in which we get
together and discuss how things are being developed.” Within his narrative, Terry describes himself
as a saxophonist, composer, and educator. His promotional clip for We Have Iré begins with some
dialogue from his father Don Pancho, who passed away in 2018. Terry explains that his career goals
were always to be a jazz musician like his father, to “practice until you get better and… go to New
York.”167 Here we see Terry recognize his transnational connection with the U.S. That connection is
not only shared between aspiring Cuban Jazz musicians, but also by all of the narrators who migrated
from Cuba and whose stories are shared in “We Have Iré”.
The immigrant stories in We Have Iré, stories that have been framed for the play through a
devised performance method, debunk pervasive stereotypes about immigrants in the U.S. Through
devised performance, the play incorporates a collective method of writing a script, in order to let the
individual stories of each character shine as well as democratically direct a production. In EnsembleMade Chicago: A Guide to Devised Theater, Chloe Johnston and Coya Paz Brownrigg share
strategies from seventeen Chicago-based theater companies who used “ensemble-based or devised
process… [as] a way of creating theater that welcomes the ideas and contributions of everyone in the
room, that relies on a collective vision rather than a singular vision of a playwright or director.” 168
The authors describe how Chicago is a particularly special place in which to study the use of the
devised process in theater, since it is not a city known for its “Broadway or Hollywood,” but instead
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its “…neighborhoods… fiercely defended by the people who live in them.” 169
Especially throughout the three years of Donald Trump’s presidential administration, mass
media and legislation on immigration to the U.S. has painted immigrants in the U.S, and Black and
Brown immigrants in particular, as lazy, violent, and unwelcome. In the Introduction to Chiricú
Journal’s Fall 2018 volume, Albert Varon discusses the violence that Trump’s presidency has
inflicted on U.S. Latinx DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals) recipients and those
waiting to cross the U.S./Mexico border in detention camps to situate his exploration of “The Places
and Spaces of Latinx Cultures,” which is the essay’s title. 170 In this introductory essay, Varon notes
that “… the detention center, which is actively being used to contain brown life, might actually
facilitate a new way of thinking about the spaces of latinx culture.” 171
In this contemporary United States context of immigration rhetoric and reform, the places
and spaces in which Latinx live, make community, and struggle to survive in are under an
increasingly oppressive and xenophobic state. We Have Iré resists the monolithic treatment of panLatino immigrant life in the U.S. by showing audiences that immigrants make significant
contributions to the making of sophisticated and joyful cultural products, such as Leydis and Terry’s
music and Savigne and Cato’s performances. Thus, the play stands firm in proclaiming that
immigrants have a right to belong in the U.S. There is not just an erasure of the plight that multiethnic Latino immigrants at the border are, and have been, facing in Terry, Leydis, and Alayo’s
stories. Through Jony and Nené’s stories, we see the collective U.S. immigrant story that pertains to
Latinos become more nuanced— instead of just “brown” lives, as Varon notes, this play centers oft

169

Johnston and Paz Brownrigg, Ensemble-Made Chicago, x.

Alberto Varon, "Introduction: The Places and Spaces of Latinx Cultures," Chiricú Journal: Latina/o Literatures,
Arts, and Cultures 3, no. 1 (2018): 8-20, https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/712186.
170

171

Varon, “The Places and Spaces of Latinx Cultures,” 13.

81

neglected Black Latinx lives. The production of We Have Iré at Pregones Theater in January 2020
will represent a broader inclusion of the NYC and U.S. Latinx community members to connect with
and relate to through their performances on stage.
With Rosalba Rolón as director, We Have Iré represents yet another embrace of the multiethnic Latinx and Latin-American immigrant community that calls New York City, and other Latinx
enclaves around the U.S., home. Pregones/PRTT, Flores, and the play’s cast use the many stages that
they perform We Have Iré on to create a sense of home in the diaspora for both the Afro-Cuban
immigrants and descendants in the play, but also the Afro-Cubans, Afro-Latinx, U.S. Latinx, and
other Latin American immigrants in the audiences. These stages become places that give expression
to Jony and Nené’s experiences of immigration but, also, of a collective U.S. Afro-Cuban, Latinx,
artist identity.
All of the theaters that co-commissioned We Have Iré are invested in presenting U.S. Latinx
theater works and are in U.S. cities with major Latinx enclaves. These theaters are in U.S. cities—
San Francisco, CA; New York, NY; Washington, DC; San Jose, CA; Miami, FL; and Houston, TX—
where there are large multi-ethnic Latinx communities (Mexican, Central American, Cuban,
Venezuelan, Puerto Rican, and the list goes on…) who dominate the imagination of what those cities’
cultural landscape represent. We Have Iré is a play that amplifies Pregones/PRTT’s intentional
staging of NYC latinidades and U.S. latinidades across multiple states and major Latinx cities in the
U.S. Performances like We Have Iré inscribe multi-ethnic, immigrant, and diasporic U.S. Latinx
experiences through the stages the play has been, and will be, performed on. By inserting
marginalized Latinx stories in American history, American theater history, and U.S. Latina/o Theater
history, We Have Iré contributes to Pregones/PRTT’s commitment to facilitate a sense of home in
diaspora for Latinxs in the NYC.
82

Somos Más (2019)
“It’s about reclaiming our humanity,” Dimitropoulou said. “We don’t focus on the hate or
negative feelings. It’s about a joyful revolution.”
-Zafi Dimitropoulou, interviewed by Gregg McQueen in the Manhattan Times News, September
2019172

Somos Más premiered at Pregones Theater on September 20th, 2019. Staged in collaboration
between Pregones and The People’s Theatre Project, Somos Más is a play written by immigrants,
performed by immigrants, and about immigrants’ experiences, struggles and joy in the US.
Directed by Zafi Dimitropolou, who is the artistic director at The People’s Theatre Project and also
identifies as an immigrant in the U.S., the play is described as a “devised theatre” project. Devised
theater is the practice of collaboratively producing theater organically with no guidelines or
script173. The practice is also called ensemble theater and its roots are difficult to locate, since
community-driven theater has been practiced internationally for centuries. Since 1994, there has
been a collective of ensemble-based theaters in the U.S. under the umbrella of the Network of
Ensemble Theaters (NET). 174 The NET’s core value are collaboration, equity & inclusion,
transparency, excellence, respect, active engagement and knowledge building. 175 These values
closely mirror the ones listed on The People’s Theatre Project’s (PTP) website.
The PTP call themselves an “antiracist organization” that believes in “Equity for all.” Here
are their core values as listed on their “About Us” page online:
Equity: As an anti-racist organization, we believe in Equity for all. We see the full humanity and
immense power that exists in immigrants, youth, people of color, the LGBTQIA community, and
Gregg McQueen, “‘A Joyful Revolution,’ ‘Una Revolución Alegre,’” Manhattan Times News, September 4, 2019,
https://www.manhattantimesnews.com/a-joyful-revolutionuna-revolucion-alegre/.
172

173

McQueen, “‘A Joyful Revolution,’ ‘Una Revolución Alegre’.”

“About,” Network of Ensemble Theaters (website), accessed January 5, 2020,
https://www.ensembletheaters.net/about.
174

“Our Core Values,” Network of Ensemble Theaters (website), accessed January 5, 2020,
https://www.ensembletheaters.net/about/values.
175

83

people living with disabilities. We work to build a world where the oppressed can find Liberation.
Bravery: We believe in building spaces that allow for everyone to be their truest self. To be brave
for us means to always ask the questions: What would LOVE do? What would Fear do? And act out
of love for ourselves and our community.
Collaboration: We believe in community, that working as a collective on stage and in the office is
more powerful (and more fun!) than working as individuals. In listening and building on each other’s
ideas, we share power and responsibility.
Creativity: We believe experiencing the arts is a human right. We believe art is essential in helping
us reimagine a more compassionate, just world where we can live, work, and build together.
Joy: We believe that joy is the essential life force for the work of social justice. We make theatre to
grow our shared capacity for joy.176

The six actors in Somos Más produced the play as a collective, “essentially writ[ing] their
own stories.177” The play is performed in each of the languages that the six actors’ native
languages, which include Farsi, Spanish, Igbo, and Mandarin. Their lines are not translated, which
further demonstrates the play’s attempt to challenge the audience to either consider or relate (or do
both) to the struggle of assimilation that immigrants face upon arriving and making a life in the
U.S.
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Figure 4: Advertisement: Somos Más (2019) at Pregones Theater at 571 Walton Avenue.178 Actors
from left-to-right: Carmen Barbosa; Vida Tayebeti; Angie Regina; Chuk Obasi; Jiawen Hu; Úrsula
Hellberg Kaid.179
Staged as a dystopian narrative, the actors arrive on stage one by one, with the overhead
light shining on each character as they introduce themselves to the audience. The fourth wall is
broken, and each character interacts with the audience even before the production begins, asking
questions in English, dancing, and interacting with one another in impromptu ways. Set in a what
appears to be a combination of a game show and a history museum, the actors work together to
answer questions that challenge how “Americanized” they have become. The questions are
prompted by a generic voice amplified through a loudspeaker. Early on in the play, it is made clear
that the group of characters are being watched by some menacing police power whom they are
scared of being caught by. Speaking in their native languages and sharing memories of “home”
prompt a loud siren to go off, which means that these actions are deemed illegal in their dystopian
world. The characters are not allowed to express “othered” (i.e. not American enough) identities.
Dimitropolou describes Somos Más as being about a “joyful revolution.”180 The revolution
is catalyzed by the characters encouraging one another to get rid of the fear of the authoritarian
force, the voice on the loud speaker, that asks them questions about U.S. history, the U.S.
constitution, and demands them to speak English “properly,”181 forcing the characters into
uncomfortable annunciations of common U.S. phrases. The actors put on stern faces, focus their
gaze ahead, and march in place, evoking an authoritarian atmosphere on stage. The loudspeaker

©Pregones/PRTT and the People’s Theater Project: “Somos Más/ We Are More,” Pregones/PRTT (website),
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says, “Good job everyone! Now, let’s practice some words and expressions,”182 and goes on to
instruct the cast how to say “Awesome!”183 and “Does that make sense?”184 in a proper American
accent. The loudspeaker assures them that “practice makes perfect!” 185 The end goal of this is to
come closer to the “Dream,” which we can assume to be the American Dream. Throughout the
play, the cast ends up resisting this notion and instead, together resist assimilation through proudly
expressing their diasporic and immigrant roots.
The premiere, and each version of the play staged after that in different venues across New
York City, was accompanied by a Q&A post-production. The director of The People’s Theatre
Project, Mino Lora, who is an artist, educator, and activist who immigrated from the Dominican
Republic to New York City in 2000, asked the audience for their feedback and invited the cast
members on stage to share their insights and reflections on creating and performing the play.
One audience member spoke and shared that they were born in the U.S. and grew up
spending summers with family in the Dominican Republic, thus they said they felt an equal sense
of belonging there and in the U.S., thus conveying their deep connection to the Dominican
Republic. During the play, Carmen Barbosa, who immigrated to the U.S. from Columbia in
1981186, recites the Columbian national anthem when the authoritarian voice on the loudspeaker
prompts the group to recite the U.S. national anthem. That audience member commented on this
moment in the play, saying that it resonated with their own pride in being able to recite the
Dominican national anthem by heart. This feedback shows how Somos Más became a space for not
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only immigrants to connect to feelings of being caught in between nations, identities, and cultures,
but also New Yorkers who define themselves through diaspora and a connection to their diverse,
distant, ancestral and imagined homelands. This comment from the audience shows that the
creators of Somos Más succeeded in their intention to “spark conversations around… identity and
culture”187 during the question and answer sessions.
The theme of belonging in Carmen’s recitation of the Colombian national anthem
complicates itself in that while Carmen and the rest of the cast grapple with what it means to
belong to the U.S., Carmen grounds her identity in the feeling of belonging to another nation,
Colombia, where she feels at home. Despite the fact that the play seems to challenge the notion that
these rules and codes—national anthems, historical facts, speaking English with the perfect
accent—are prerequisites to belonging to a nation, Carmen goes against that. She validated the
notion that knowing a national anthem authenticates her connection to Colombia.
Moving forward, the mission of Pregones PRTT, to build a home in diaspora for Latinx
New Yorkers, is solidified by the agency of these immigrant artists resisting assimilation
throughout the play. The assumption that symbols of a nation—such as national anthems and
accents in the national language—must be inscribed in the body to belong in the physical and
imaginary space of any country, despite political rhetoric rendering them as illegal, “alien,” and
perpetually “other,” seems contradictory to Somos Más’s messaging of sparking a “joyful
revolution,” resisting the othering imposed on immigrants in the U.S.
The decision to develop Somos Más as a devised theater project— which incorporates the
lived experiences of each of the cast members—resonates with Pregones/PRTT’s mission to bring
the “streets”—or the community outside of the brick and mortar walls—into the world of their

“Somos Más - NYC Tour,” Peoples Theatre Project (website), accessed January 5, 2020,
https://www.peoplestheatreproject.org/somos-mas/.
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stage. The play is not just about representation, but also forms spaces for authentic catharsis,
reflection. Somos Más turns Pregones/PRTT theater into a space to be unafraid in, a space in which
to reflect on the hardships that accompany being an unwelcomed subject in the U.S. national body.
What happens here is not just criticism of the xenophobic rhetoric and politics that have
surrounded U.S. immigration policies since the founding of the nation, but also a space for a
communal story where characters are “reclaiming our humanity.”188 Distant from the discussions of
legislation, presidential races, and a longed for border wall, Somos Más is a story about U.S.
immigration as dictated, created, and imagined by the immigrants themselves. This is also a story
the casts a wider net and makes the immigrant story more inclusive to other nationalities. Somos
Más amplifies not only Latinx and Latin American stories, but also Nigerian, Chinese, and Irani
realities.
“You are Nigerian, you are African, no matter what anybody tells you.” 189 All of the
characters in this story are introduced to us as nameless—we learn about how they identify
themselves through cultural and embodied memory. However, in the first scene of the play we are
not give any indication of how to differentiate one character from another—their stories both
distinguish them from one another and bring them together through this immigrant narrative. This
quote above is a part of Chuk Obasi’s monologue, who identifies as Nigerian-American. He
describes to us that he identifies as Igbo and, true to many immigrant stories performed on that
stage, he explains how his Igbo identity is challenged by his family members when he travels to his
ancestral homeland, Nigeria. This moment encapsulates the assumption of assimilation that comes
with immigrating to the U.S., living in the U.S., and identifying as first/second/etc. generation
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American.
Language becomes imposed as another symbol validating Chuk’s Nigerian/Nigerian
American identity and origins. He goes on to explain the simultaneous frustration and amusement
that he experiences when fellow Nigerians break out speaking in Igbo, assuming that he cannot
understand since he’s “American” or “Americanized”. By staging this engagement with the
language and identity politics of living in diaspora, or having a hyphenated identity,
Pregones/PRTT provides a platform for not just the immigrant stories onstage to be heard. Chuk
can take ownership of his personal relationship to Igbo and thus connect to the audience’s diasporic
experiences with mother tongues that might be similar to his.
As an audience member, I experienced my own feeling of representation in this story. As a
second-generation Latinx New Yorker who has felt ashamed of my Spanish-speaking abilities, I
have experienced this situation before. The knowing laughter that came from the audience made it
clear that that feeling of representation resonated with other audience members as well. Living
straddled between multiple cultures and identities seems to be the connecting thread here between
the cast and the audience. Through these self-reflective monologues that each of the characters
perform, the play allows the actors and the audience to ponder the many ways that their identities
are accepted or denied by the U.S. and their own diasporic homelands, fellow Americans, and
their/our own families or communities.
Somos Más investigates the struggle and nuances of assimilation, the complexities of
assimilation, and the tensions that result in the characters/immigrants’ lives as they struggle to
become accepted as a part of “The Nation.” The play does not prioritize that struggle, however. As
we see in the narratives of Carmen and Chuk, Somos Más uses Pregones/PRTT’s stage as an arena
for these immigrant artists to share their joyful methods of resistance. As one of the audience
members commented after the PTP’s production of Somos Más at Fordham University on
89

Thursday, September 26, 2019, the play evoked, “Validation! I'm still on my own journey to
reconcile with my immigrant journey, and this play gave me a path to take." 190 By revealing
individual and collective vulnerabilities onstage, Carmen, Chuk, and all of the immigrant artists in
Somos Más “reclaim” their own “humanity,” and help audiences do the same for themselves and
each other.
The performances shown at Pregones/PRTT are continuing to expand the identities embodied
and shared on their stages. By including more and more multi-ethnic Latinx identities, such as those
presented in We Have Iré and Somos Más, Pregones/PRTT’s commitment to welcoming and
celebrating the fact of U.S. Latinxs, and all immigrants, belonging and contributing to the cultural,
historical, and political landscape of New York City and the United States as a whole becomes even
more evident. The plays performed on Pregones/PRTT stages invite and declare that diasporic
communities are here to stay in the U.S. Through their stage, performance becomes a medium for
NYC and U.S. Latinx stories to be told by the individuals and communities who live the stories
themselves. The stories and the stage catalyze feelings of togetherness, which one audience member
echoed in their feedback on Somos Más, saying that the play made them “feel closer to everyone in
the room.”191
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CONCLUSION
we are beautiful anywhere, ya dig?
-Tato Laviera192

By analyzing these plays at the PRTT, Pregones, and Pregones/PRTT, I have shown how
New York City Latinxs perform and document the ways they make, and have made, home in New
York City on their stages. By using their theaters as a place, both imaginary in the creation of
performance art, but also documentary in the amplification of real NYC Latinx stories,
Pregones/PRTT proudly asserts that multiethnic Latinxs have contributed rich cultural products to
the history and futures of New York City. These performances are not produced for consumption
by capitalist or gentrifier interests. Unlike Lin Manuel-Miranda’s explosively popular Hamilton
and upcoming film adaptation of In The Heights, they do not bring in millions of dollars in ticket
sales or attract an abundance of tourist audiences. However, just because these theaters are not
mainstream, does not mean that these Latinx lived experiences are not valuable. The value that lies
in them is that they are accessible stories — economically and representatively— performed on the
Pregones/PRTT stages and in various communities for NYC Latinxs to see themselves represented
in.
Of course, as stated in my introduction, much of the reason why I started this research is
because I saw myself, my family, and my community in Pregones/PRTT’s plays. I laughed when
Gabriel said “HOY SE BEBE!” and I teared a bit when Nicole (maybe) got a call from her family,
letting her know they were safe, post-Hurricane Maria. What made these experiences so impactful
was that people around me, in the audience, were doing the same: and perhaps they, too, felt
represented by those cultural symbols. Though theater is ephemeral in nearly every way, writing
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about these embodied repertoires is crucial because these plays represent a living archive of
embodied NYC Latinx histories. There is significant community power that comes from choosing
to write about, and present, on the stage, histories that have been undervalued, and especially those
that have been so grossly misrepresented such as the Bronx fires of the 1970s.
NYC LGBT Historic Sites Project, started in 2014, is a digital project that maps the places
where “NYC LGBT history happened in New York City”. 193 It is a project that uses digital
mapping technology to plot all of the sites where LGBT people—both ordinary and
memorialized—have lived, laughed, come together, and made home in New York City. Public
history projects like this one are necessary. They use scholarly and educational methods to
document histories that have suffered from erasure—particularly those of communities who have,
and continue to, faced major state and everyday discrimination and violence, such as LGBTQ
people around the world. They also democratize history by making resources that are usually only
available to scholars available to all as a form of civic engagement. They allow non-academics to
participate in figuring out how the past informs the present and can be used to change the future.
Pregones/PRTT, too, provides a forum for civic engagement, in that much like the LGBT
Historic Sites Project, their plays ask, “Where did, and does, Latinx history happen in New York
City?”194 These kinds of projects, alongside Pregones/PRTT and other community-based and
community-driven organizations, prioritize the livelihood of these rich, marginalized histories,
guaranteeing that these histories will not only be remembered, but also celebrated and learned
from.
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Of course, it is important to note that my thesis is, simply, a thesis—an argument that has
driven this project from beginning to end (for now). This is to say that, not all NYC Latinxs feel
this sense of collective identity and even if they do, we are all very different in just as many ways
as we connect and claim a collective identity. This is why the scholarship on and around “panlatinidad” is so contentious, because there is a risk of homogenizing when investigating collective
latinidades and multiethnic Latinx alliances. Embracing that fact, and beyond this project, I see
Pregones/PRTT’s project as forging that collective identity as much as documenting its existence.
Just as Pregones/PRTT honored each other’s differences while merging, they honor the differences
among and between multiethnic New York City Latinxs through these plays that stage their
panethnic stories. NYC Latinxs will continue to create newer and newer histories, and my hope is
that Pregones/PRTT will continue to document these histories, so that we can sit in the audience
and laugh, cry, and celebrate one another’s lives.
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